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Biodiversity conservation has several impacts to human livelihoods. Especially in the Global South rural people 
depend closely on the biodiversity and on diverse ecosystems and changes in the environment can have significant 
impacts on local livelihoods. Protected Areas have become one of the main global strategies in the aims to conserve 
the world’s biodiversity and in securing human livelihoods. Besides nature conservation, Protected Areas are 
expected to create benefits to the surrounding communities. However, impacts from Protected Areas have proved 
out to be the opposite in many occasions. Establishment of Protected Areas has often restricted local people’s 
access to natural resources and hence, caused changes in livelihoods. Other costs from conservation include for 
instance damages caused by the increased amount wildlife. 
 
The aim of this case study has been to research the impact of biodiversity conservation on local communities. The 
study focuses on examining the Protected Area impacts on local livelihoods in Welioya in southern Sri Lanka. The 
research data was collected in areas located near to the Protected Area border. The study was conducted using 
qualitative research practices and the methods included semi-structured interview, open conversation and 
observation. The target group consisted of local people and in addition, local actors were interviewed to get 
information related to the local forests and Protected Areas. Employing the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework and 
concepts of boundaries and social equity this study tries to understand the relation of conservation and local 
livelihoods.  
 
Biodiversity conservation and the existence of Protected Areas has both positive and negative impacts to local 
people and their livelihoods in Welioya. The main benefit from the Protected Areas are gained through the 
preservation of ecosystem services. Local livelihoods highly rely on cultivation of rice and cultivation depends on the 
preservation on the forest ecosystem and area’s water resources. Some local people also get benefits by collecting 
forests products such as firewood, fruits and medicinal plants from the forests. The study reveals that some human 
activities are practices illegally inside the Protected Areas. The most costs from the Protected Area are related to the 
restricted access to cultivation land and to forest resources. In addition, there is an obvious human-elephant conflict 
that features the study area. 
 
Even though Protected Areas create significant benefits to local livelihoods, the results of this case study indicate 
that the sustainability of local livelihoods appears to be unsure. Also, the presence of people in Protected Areas in 
Welioya is evident although almost all human activities inside the area have been prohibited. Consequently, local 
people are concerned about the preservation of forests. When considering the future of local livelihoods, 
deforestation and planned projects can have a remarkable influence on the forests and hence, on the local 
livelihoods. In order to reach the conservation goals in Welioya, management of the Protected Areas should be 
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Luonnon monimuotoisuuden suojelulla on todettu olevan merkittäviä hyötyjä ihmisille ja ihmisten elinkeinoille. 
Etenkin kehittyvissä maissa maaseudun ihmisten elinkeinot ovat olennaisesti yhteydessä luonnon 
monimuotoisuuden kanssa ja muutokset ympäristössä voivat vaikuttaa merkittävästi elinkeinoihin ja niiden 
harjoittamiseen. Luonnonsuojelualueista on muodostunut yksi tärkeimmistä globaaleista keinoista suojella 
maapallon monimuotoisuutta sekä tukea kehitystä köyhillä alueilla. Luonnon monimuotoisuuden suojelemisen 
lisäksi suojelualueiden odotetaan nykyisin luovan merkittäviä hyötyjä myös paikallisyhteisöille. Hyötyjen sijaan 
suojelualueet ovat kuitenkin usein aiheuttaneet haittoja paikallisille ihmisille esimerkiksi sen vuoksi, että 
paikallisten ihmisten pääsyä suojelualueille on rajoitettu, mikä on vaikeuttanut perinteisten elinkeinojen 
harjoittamista. Suojelualueiden perustaminen on lisäksi usein myös lisännyt ihmisten ja villieläinten välisiä 
konflikteja.  
 
Tämän tapaustutkimuksen perimmäisenä tarkoituksena on ollut tutkia luonnonsuojelun vaikutuksia 
paikallisyhteisöihin. Tutkimus keskittyy tarkastelemaan suojelualueita ja niiden vaikutuksia paikallisten ihmisten 
elinkeinoihin Welioyan paikkakunnalla eteläisessä Sri Lankassa. Tutkimusaineisto kerättiin vierailemalla ja 
haastattelemalla paikallisia ihmisiä Welioyassa alueilla, jotka sijaitsivat lähellä suojelualuetta. Tutkimus toteutettiin 
laadullisin menetelmin ja tutkimusmenetelmiä olivat puolistrukturoidut haastattelut, avoimet keskustelut sekä 
havainnointi. Tutkimuksen pääkohderyhmänä olivat paikalliset ihmiset ja lisäksi haastateltiin paikallisia toimijoita, 
joilta saatiin lisätietoa metsiin ja suojelualueisiin liittyen. Tutkimuksen teoreettinen pohja nojaa kestävien 
elinkeinojen käsitteeseen ja analyysissä on hyödynnetty kestävien elinkeinojen viitekehystä. Lisäksi tutkimus 
hyödyntää etenkin rajojen ja sosiaalisen oikeudenmukaisuuden käsitteitä ja pyrkii niiden avulla ymmärtämään, 
miten suojelualueiden perustaminen ja olemassaolo on vaikuttanut ja vaikuttaa ihmisten elinkeinoihin. 
 
Tutkimus osoittaa, että suojelualueella on sekä merkittäviä hyötyjä että haittoja paikallisten ihmisten elinkeinoille. 
Päähyöty elinkeinoille saadaan paikallisesti tärkeiden ekosysteemipalveluiden suojelusta. Paikallisten ihmisten 
elinkeino nojaa vahvasti riisinviljelyyn, joka on riippuvainen etenkin alueen vesivarojen säilymisestä. Osa 
paikallisista ihmisistä saa lisäksi hyötyjä keräämällä suojelualueelta polttopuita sekä hedelmiä ja perinteisiä 
lääkekasveja. Tutkimuksessa on todettu myös, että osa paikallisista ihmisistä harjoittaa suojelualueella 
aktiviteetteja, jotka on määritelty kielletyksi suojelualueen sisällä. Suurimmat haitat suojelualueesta ovat 
aiheutuneet entisten viljelyalueiden menetyksestä nykyiselle suojelualueelle sekä metsiin ja metsävaroihin pääsyn 
rajoittamisesta. Lisäksi ihmisten ja norsujen väliset konfliktit koetaan merkittävä haittana. Vaikka 
luonnonsuojelualue tuottaa merkittäviä hyötyä elinkeinoille tutkimuksen aineistonkeruun aikaan, elinkeinojen 
kestävyys tulevaisuudessa näyttää epävarmalta. Vaikka ihmisaktiviteetit suojelualueiden sisällä tulisi rajata 
minimiin, Welioyassa ihmisten jatkuva läsnäolo suojelualueilla näyttää selvältä. Paikalliset ihmiset ovatkin 
huolissaan metsien häviämisestä ja projektit, joita läheisille metsäalueille on suunniteltu, voivat merkittävästi 
vaikuttaa metsiin ja siten ihmisten elinkeinojen kestävyyteen tulevaisuudessa. Jotta suojelualueiden tavoitteisiin 
päästäisiin ja ihmisten elinkeinojen säilyvyys turvattaisiin, suojelualueiden hallinnointia tulisi selkeyttää ja eri 
toimijoiden välisiä rooleja täsmentää sekä paikalliset pitäisi ottaa mukaan suojelualueiden hallinnointiin. 
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Environmental degradation, such as biodiversity loss and deforestation alongside several 
other environmental threats, is one of the main challenges that face the global world today. 
Biodiversity and ecosystem loss caused by the environmental degradation are threatening 
both nature and human livelihoods especially in the Global South. There are many reasons 
for environmental degradation and it has been widely acknowledged that environmental 
problems pose various challenges especially on a local scale. Therefore a lot has been done 
in order to conserve world’s biodiversity and human livelihoods. 
 
Environmental conservation has focused particularly on so called biodiversity hot spots, such 
as Sri Lanka (Naugton-Treves et al. 2005). Protection of the world’s biodiversity and 
supporting local community development and livelihoods have been considered as issues that 
are essentially linked. One of the responses to worldwide environmental degradation has been 
the designation of Protected Areas (PAs) in countries around the world (e.g. Hazen and Harris 
2007). Lately, the role of PAs has been recognized also in contributing to local communities’ 
livelihoods, even though PAs have also found out to have several negative impacts on local 
people. In Sri Lanka, forestry sector has had a significant role in nature and livelihood 
conservation especially in rural areas (De Zoyza 2008). The role of forests in protecting 
ecosystems and supporting livelihoods has been widely recognized (FAO 2012) and in Sri 
Lanka policy efforts have been taken in order to prevent deforestation and to sustain and 
protect fragile ecosystems and species as well as to promote the preservation of rural 
livelihoods. 
 
This study was conducted in Welioya, Sri Lanka, and it aims to explore the impact of 
biodiversity conservation to local people. The main focus is on the livelihood impacts of 
protected areas in the study area. Furthermore, this study explores also other environmental 
changes in Welioya that have had an influence on local people and their lives. The study 
utilizes the concept of sustainable livelihoods in order to understand how conservation, 
especially protected areas, influence livelihoods. In addition, concepts of boundaries in 





The case study was conducted using qualitative research methods. The data was collected in 
Sri Lanka during May 2015. The main research data consists of 36 semi-structured household 
interviews. Additionally, expert and key informant interviews were carried out to get 
important supportive information related to the research topic. The data analysis was made 
using qualitative content analysis. The main findings are that biodiversity conservation, 
especially preservation of the nearby forests, has significant impacts on local livelihoods in 
Welioya. Local livelihoods that mostly consists of crop cultivation and growing vegetables in 
home gardens are highly dependent of the preservation of forest ecosystems. The main benefit 
from PAs in Welioya is gained through the protection of the area’s water resources. However, 
results of this study show that PAs have also created costs to local people. Designation of PAs 
has caused shifts in livelihoods, as traditional ways to use land and forests have been restricted 
while new practices have been allowed.  
 
In this paper I first go through the background information provided for this case study which 
concentrates on ideas of conservation and on protected areas (PAs). Then I move on to 
theoretical framework which discusses concepts of power, boundaries and social equity in 
conservation. Additionally, sustainable livelihoods is a key concept in this study. After this, I 
introduce the local context of this study by briefly going through the main issues in Sri 
Lanka’s forest and conservation policies. In the same chapter I also introduce the study area. 
Then I present the research problem, the overall aim of this study and the research 
methodology and methods of research analysis. After this I move on to present the main 
results of the case study. In the end of the results I answer the research questions and in the 
discussion chapter I discuss the findings and make connections to broader research literature 
and theory. In the conclusion I will summarize the main points of this research. 
2 Background  
 
The first section of this study provides background information of the research topic by first 
introducing the global policies concerning biodiversity conservation and human development. 
It then focuses on the definition and development of Protected Areas (PAs) as one of the main 
global strategies in biodiversity conservation. It also addresses the multiple issues related to 





2.1 Ideas of conservation and development 
 
 
Rapid biodiversity and species loss and the increase of extreme poverty are without a doubt 
among the most concerning current global challenges. Accordingly, conservation of world’s 
natural biodiversity and reduction of global poverty have been identified as main goals on 
several international agendas during the last couple of decades. Among other global goals, 
The United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) highlighted the actions needed 
to be taken to achieve the two particular goals. In September 2015 countries adopted a new 
global agenda, known as the Agenda 2030 which consists of 15 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) that address the same needs to end poverty and protect the planet’s diverse 
nature, species and resources. Specifically, SDG number 15 stresses the need to “protect, 
restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, 
combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss” 
(United Nations 2015). According to UNDP (2010), world’s biodiversity has essential value 
to humankind and protection of biodiversity as well as the promotion of sustainable use of 
forests are regarded essential for protection of human lives and livelihoods. 
 
Communities and their livelihoods around the world depend essentially on different 
ecosystems and ecological processes (UNDP 2010). For instance, agricultural systems need 
biodiversity to maintain irrigation services and species diversity. Similarly, different 
ecosystems like grasslands, healthy forests and wetlands are essential for inland communities 
as they offer resources and protection from natural disasters, floods and diseases. While 
offering the essential base for all life on the planet, biodiversity has an especially important 
role in securing basic human needs like water, shelter, food and livelihoods for the poorest 
part of the world’s population. It has been estimated that 70 percent of the world’s poorest 
people depend crucially on world’s biodiversity and, especially the biodiversity in PAs 
secures livelihoods for around sixth of the world’s population. (UNDP 2010) 
 
Accordingly, there is no doubt that natural diversity has an essential role in the society and 
human wellbeing. Hence, when exploring biodiversity conservation and human development, 
one should not be explored without considering also the other (Newshaw & Bhagswat 2016). 
This idea is relatively new as, according to Fall (2003), examining nature has traditionally 




scientists. This division has sometimes created challenges for biodiversity conservation 
policies. Fall (2003) claims that these ideological boundaries have impacted conservation 
decisions, such as PA planning. Fall adds that the division is still present in academic 
discussions and in actual conservation planning. Despite the challenges that the traditional 
ideological division may create in conservation and development thinking even still today, 
the interconnectedness of natural and social world has been strongly highlighted and several 
authors argue for exploring conservation and development together and by no means not 
separately (Newsham & Bhagswat 2016). 
 
Indeed, biodiversity conservation is considered as human activity that aims to promote 
sustainable development and sustainable use of resources while protecting the wildlife                                                                                 
and Earth’s diverse natural systems (WRI, IUCN, & UNEP 1992). But ideas of what kind of 
nature and landscapes should be conserved have been multiple throughout times. Hazen and 
Harris (2007) claim that more often than not conservation decisions have been made based 
on their historical, economic, political and cultural values rather than ecological. Traditional 
conceptual division of nature and society has often promoted protection of remote, wilderness 
areas where human presence and impact on nature has been considered minimal (Adams & 
Hutton 2007). The idea to value wilderness over other kind of nature has in many cases led 
to exclusion of people from those areas which of course, has caused conflicts in conservation 
(Robbins 2012). Adams and Hutton (2007) claim that the concept of wilderness was actually 
created along with first protected areas (PAs). The authors continue by arguing that the idea 
of protecting remote over populated areas has its roots in the contested colonial way of 
considering nature as something pristine and untouched. The so called “fortress model for 
conservation” can still be found in conservation policies today, since, in designation of PAs 
it is still common to regard people as something totally separate from nature (Newshaw & 
Bhagwat 2015; Vannini & Vannini 2016).  
 
Together all the world’s PAs comprise a colourful group. International Union for 
Conservation of Nature IUCN (2008) defines PA as an area that “is clearly defined 
geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal or other affective 
means, to achieve long term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services and 
cultural values”. PAs have been categorized into seven categories based on their management 
objectives (IUCN 2014). First PAs, Yellowstone and its successors, were established in the 




The US, national parks and different conserved areas started to emerge rapidly in every 
continent in the beginning of the twentieth century. Lately, PAs have become one of the main 
global strategies to preserve world’s natural diversity and also to promote development 
(Newsham & Bhagswat 2016; Oldekop et al. 2015). Different PAs such as national parks, 
nature reserves and community-conserved areas have a significant role in people’s livelihoods 
especially at local levels. Given this fact, it is no surprise that over the past 25 years the 
establishment of PAs especially in developing countries has been rapidly increasing 
(Naughton-Treves et al. 2005). 
 
However, PAs are contentious in many ways. Vannini and Vannini (2016) note that because 
various interest groups including for instance tourist operators, conservation scientists, 
indigenous groups, hunters, local communities and environmental managers all have their 
own agenda concerning wild lands, it is evident that conflicts are born. It has been recognized 
that not all of the impacts of PAs are actually positive and hence, PAs role in biodiversity 
conservation and promoter for development has been increasingly contested. For instance, 
Brockinton et al. (2006) have argued that the majority of the worlds’ PAs (around 85%) are 
open to some form of human use and human activities are commonly practiced also in strictly 
protected parks even though human activities in those PAs should be strictly limited per se. 
Presence of people in PAs has raised questions and increased interest towards management 
and social impacts of the areas. These impacts of PAs, both positive and negative, will be 
further considered in the following chapter. 
 
2.2 The debate around protected areas 
 
Establishment of PA always has social impacts to local communities which are documented 
to be both positive and negative (UNEP & WCMC 2008). Impacts from PAs can result from 
e.g. PA policies or through social and economic changes and can include e.g. economic, 
livelihood and cultural impacts (Adams & Hutton 2007; Oldekop et al. 2016). Besides the 
nature conservation, PAs are also expected to create benefits to local communities but the 
impacts of PAs have proved out to be the negative in many occasions. Sometimes 
conservation efforts have even increased poverty in local communities, because of e.g. 
increased lack of access to resources and because increased wildlife might have caused loss 




is evident, measuring the effectiveness of PAs in supporting local livelihoods is not simple 
(Naughton-Treves et al 2005). Holmes (2007) argues that one reason for the challenge of 
measuring the impacts of an individual PA is that the impacts are often distributed unevenly 
between the relevant actors. For instance, costs from PAs are often carried by the weakest 
whereas most powerful actors are getting the benefits. Socio-political context can also 
influence how people actually experience the impacts from PAs (Brockintong & Igoe 2006; 
Nelson & Agrawal 2008). In addition, PAs own history of use, status and governance 
influence how impacts are perceived be the local community (UNEP & WCMC 2008). 
 
2.2.1 Benefits from protected areas 
 
It is evident that PAs have several positive impacts to people. For instance, PAs give 
protection from natural hazards and offer different natural resources. The role of PAs has 
widely been recognized in combat against climate change and in adaption to climate change’s 
impacts for instance by reducing deforestation (Campbell et al. 2008). Especially, the role of 
forests in biodiversity conservation and in development has been found undeniable. Forests 
cover about 30 per cent of the Earth’s land area and it has been commonly recognized that 
forests specifically play a vital role in human livelihoods and in ecosystem functioning and 
health. Forests offer clean water, fuelwood, wood and non-wood forest products and 
additionally they provide habitat for over half of world’s terrestrial species. They also provide 
various other important ecosystem services and all around the world and both locally and 
regionally people depend on forests and get benefits through ecosystem services. (FAO 2012; 
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005)  
 
Benefits gained from PAs, such as the preservation of ecosystem services, profit communities 
locally and regionally (Adams & Hutton 2007). Generally, ecosystem services are regarded 
as benefits that people obtain from ecosystems and they are usually divided into four groups: 
provisioning services, regulating services, cultural services and supporting services 
(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005). Provisioning services refer to products obtained 
from ecosystems, regulating services refer to benefits obtained from ecosystems whereas 
cultural services refer to nonmaterial services and supporting services are services that are 
necessary for the production of other ecosystem services. Local rural communities and their 
livelihoods are often the most dependent on ecosystem services and changes in ecosystem 




services, as Adams and Hutton (2007) have noted, PAs offer resources for recreational 
activities and various possibilities for tourism industry, especially for nature-based tourism. 
Hence, local people can get benefits through engaging into tourism businesses.  
 
2.2.2 Problems with protected areas 
 
PAs also create costs that are often carried by the local community. Direct costs from PAs 
can mean hazards such as attacks by crop raiding wild life (e.g. elephants, buffalos, primates) 
which can cause e.g. crop damage, loss of labour and income, fear or even death (Adams & 
Hutton 2007; Naughton-Treves 1997; Paudel 2006). Local people living close to PAs can also 
face corrupt behaviour by park managers and they might be charged informally in order to 
avoid punishments. Population displacements, restricted access to resources and changes in 
land tenure are also among the most discussed cost from PAs (Adams & Hutton 2007, UNEP 
& WCMC 2008). 
 
Population displacements have usually meant physical removal of people from PAs but the 
term can also include the questions of access and loss or change in livelihood possibilities 
(Agrawal & Redford 2009). More precisely, displacements can include various issues related 
to involuntary displacements and involuntary restrictions of access to resources. People 
affected by displacements can mean both people living in and also outside PAs. When 
speaking of displacements from PAs, people are at risk of for instance losing their rights to 
residence and rights to current and future land use. It can also mean restricted access to visit 
cultural and spiritual places meaning loss of non-consumptive values. Consequently, 
especially in cases of strictly protected areas, population displacements can cause multiple 
challenges for local people and livelihoods such as landlessness, joblessness, homelessness, 
economic marginalization as well as food insecurity and loss of access to various resources. 
Hence, it is a disputable fact that the exclusion of people from PAs can have significant and 
direct impact on people’s livelihoods (Cernea 2006).  
 
Exclusion of people from PAs can mean changes in local people’s livelihoods. In situations 
where local people’s access to traditional land and resources becomes regulated because of 
the establishment of a PA, local people can response to changes starting practices in PAs that 
are not actually legal. These practices can result from PA policies, such as different 




can include activities such as hunting, grazing or for instance collection of wood or food 
inside PAs where these activities have been forbidden. Indirectly benefits from PAs can also 
be generated through corrupt practices which can include e.g. licensing of use or access, the 
extraction of illegal rents through granting or overlooking illegal access, or for instance 
threatening local people with punishments. (Smith et al. 2003). Whether being legally or 
illegally gained benefits, Paudel (2006) has claimed that benefits gained from PAs tend to 
increase economic inequalities within local communities and also within the whole society. 
 
Questions concerning people’s access to and exclusion from PAs are interesting. For instance, 
Adams and Hutton (2007) have argued that exclusion of people from PAs can depend on 
identity. The authors state that in the creation of PAs rules are made to clarify who has or has 
no access and right to nature and its resources. When considering PAs, local people and 
different forms of resource use by local people have usually been excluded whereas for 
instance tourism and scientific activities have been accepted. In some PAs, tourists have been 
regarded “acceptable” guests and impacts that tourists might have on PAs have often been 
overlooked even though tourism’s negative impact on the environment is well researched and 
recognized. Tourism’s impact on nature can often be far more severe when compared to 
traditional land use by local people. Is it then, like Adams and Hutton (2007) have claim, that 
identity-based displacements and the general exclusion of people from PAs reflects a 
conceptual division between nature and human society, and perhaps also between the 
traditional and western knowledge? If scientists and tourists are regarded acceptable quests 
to PAs whereas local people are not welcome, does it not mean that some (e.g. western) 
groups of people are being respected more than others (local and traditional)? Hence, can 
historical colonial structures in former colonies like Sri Lanka, and the development and 
extension of capitalism and western ideas have an impact on conservation, and furthermore, 
on local people and their livelihoods? This is an interesting question to consider when 
analysing PA impacts and management policies. 
 
2.3 Towards new conservation 
 
Contemporary conservation includes multiple shortcomings according to many authors such 
as Agrawal & Redford (2009) Robbins (2012) and Zimmerer (2000). Many authors argue that 




displaced traditional land managers. Robbins (2012) claims that this has led to unsustainable 
conservation results and it has caused injustices and conflicts since the elite usually has only 
little knowledge related to local ecosystems and place. Other issues in conservation include 
e.g. violation of human and political rights, inequitable loss of resource access and social-
environmental assets. Many conservation projects are being promoted to protect 
environments through the generation of income, accumulation of capital and the economic 
valuation of resources. As governments and businesses are becoming more and more 
interested in increased value of conservation, they are furthering conditions that enable 
situation that can be called conservation abuses (Zimmerer 2000) that overlook local people’s 
rights and needs. 
 
One of the main challenges of contemporary conservation is related to PA management 
objectives. Problem is especially evident in developing countries where PAs are supposed to 
have multiple objectives that relate to both biodiversity conservation and reduction of poverty. 
Local challenges, interests of local communities, and wider socio-political and economic 
conditions in the Global South such as poverty, population growth and political instability 
together with international forces pose several challenges to the management of PAs also on 
local levels. Yet another issue is the globalization that has enabled increased funding for 
biodiversity conservation in the Global South and, at the same time, has also cleared the path 
for industrial-scale resource extraction such as oil extraction, logging and mining. These 
issues pose a challenge for conservationist as they are striving to make alliances with local 
communities, contribute to national policies and simultaneously defend parks from resource 
extraction. (Nauhgton-Treves et al. 2005).  
 
Conservation practitioners are aware of challenges that contemporary conservation and PAs 
are facing. According to e.g. Hazen and Harris (2007), efforts have been made in order to 
make PAs more ecocentric, flexible and adaptive. One of the solutions has been to involve 
local communities in biodiversity conservation via integrated community and development 
projects (ICDPs). The global move towards more inclusive conservation happened after the 
IUCN World Parks Congress in Durban in 2003 (IUCN 2004). The aim since Durban has 
been to increasingly encourage local communities to participate to conservation by 
incorporating them into planning and management of PAs (Adams & Hutton 2007; Hazen & 
Harris 2007). Yet, community-based PA initiatives have received criticism. As mentioned 




and within stakeholders and the local elite is often the one that has benefited the most. 
Consequently, even with ICDPs the voices of the most powerful community members tend 
to be the only ones heard and the concerns of the less powerful are therefore ignored (Paudel 
2006). 
 
Since ICDPs have not succeeded as they were first expected to, new ideas for conservation 
and development have emerged. Newsham and Bhagwat (2016) introduce emerging new 
conservation ideas that set people and their livelihoods even more in the focus of PAs together 
with the protection of biodiversity. The authors state that currently there is a need to go 
beyond PAs and concentrate on the areas where people and nature’s services co-exist in order 
to enhance both conservation and development. This sets areas that are located outside PAs 
in particular focus. Ecosystem services are also gaining increased value in the new 
conservation ideas as it has been recognized that ecosystem services’ role in securing local 
livelihoods is intrinsic. Additionally, new categories of PAs have been created and parks and 
reserves that are managed together by both local communities and by the state are becoming 
more popular. 
 
New conservation, e.g. the ecosystem services approach to conservation, has however 
received some critique as well (Newshaw & Bhagswat 2016). Protection of the ecosystem 
services in order to preserve livelihoods has in some situations and locations received critique 
from local people. For instance in communities that live next to nature reserves or national 
parks, protection of wildlife can mean costs to park-neighbouring people. Costs like increased 
crop damage caused by increased amount of animals do not differ from the ones mentioned 
earlier in this chapter that discusses generally costs from PAs. Accordingly, new ideas of 
conservation are not without problems either. Then, what could be done in order to reduce 
negative impacts of conservation to local people? Are the objectives of conservation and 
development too far from each other like some researchers have claimed and, is uniting 
conservation and human development a task doomed to fail over and over again? This is a 
problem which I try to contribute to by focusing on a small rural village in southern Sri Lanka 
and exploring the relation of conservation and local people in that particular location. 
 
This chapter has tried to briefly go through the background of this study. Main issues of this 
chapter are related to the relationship of PAs and local people. The chapter has considered 




global biodiversity. Next chapter will then introduce the theoretical framework of this study. 
It continues to discuss the same topic as the background chapter: the complicated relationship 
of the human society and nature conservation. 
3 Theoretical framework 
 
This chapter introduces the main concepts used in this study. The study applies especially the 
concepts of boundaries and social equity in order to understand the impacts of conservation 
and PAs to local people. In addition, to understand and analyse local livelihoods and further 
their sustainability, this study utilizes the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework.  
 
In order to understand the complexity of biodiversity conservation and the impact PAs have 
on local people this study utilizes concepts that rise from the field of political ecology: power, 
boundaries and social equity. Briefly described, political ecology is a disciplinarily field of 
research that examines the relation between social and natural by focusing on environmental 
change. The research field offers possibilities to understand politics of environmental change, 
and more importantly for this study, politics of conservation.  
 
In political ecology environmental change and ecological conditions are considered as 
products of political process (Adams & Hutton 2007; Bryant & Bailey 1997; Robbins 2012). 
Accordingly, environmental management, e.g. biodiversity conservation and creation of PAs, 
are regarded as actions that are inherently political and social (Brechin et al. 2002). Political 
ecologists are often interested in critically examining PAs and their impacts to communities 
that live near or inside PAs (Vannini & Vannini 2016). Issues of rights and access to land and 
resources as well as the role different actors such as state, private sector, NGOs and local 
grassroots actors are often embraced. Social and environmental conditions are considered as 
inevitably linked and in order to study the other, it is necessary also to take the other one into 
consideration. 
 
This study is especially interested in conservation in the Global South and hence it is 
interesting to examine the assumptions with which political ecologists have been trying to 
interpret Third world’s environment. Firstly, according to Bryant and Bailey (1997), political 
ecologists agree that costs and benefits of environmental change are distributed unequally 




social and economic inequalities either reinforcing or reducing them. This notion addresses 
the point that environmental change and development are inevitably linked and that, 
accordingly, environmental changes always have an effect on different actors’ abilities to earn 
livelihood. Thirdly, political ecologists agree that impacts of environmental change have 
political implications for instance when it comes to power relations between related actors. 
These three assumptions have significant role when analysing the results gained in this study. 
 
3.1 Power and conservation 
 
Political ecology focuses especially on the role of power in environmental change and 
management (such as nature conservation) and how different actors use their power over 
others. Power is a key concept and at the centre of interest in poststructural research also in 
general (Robbins 2012). Michael Foucalt (1980) stated that we can study power by 
concentrating on things that seem to be the truth and taken for granted. This is because, 
according to Foucalt, truth is an effect of power. He argued that if we want to understand the 
society, we must focus on the truths of the world which are formed by discourses such as 
language and, images and stories. Social systems are the ones that make those discourses true. 
Consequently, environment is considered as socially constructed (Robbins 2012) and 
environmental processes should be explored as processes that are not necessarily true as they 
are. Rather, the history of environmental change can be traced and, perhaps more importantly, 
also changed. 
 
Different ways to understand nature and natural landscapes is a core issue when examining 
conservation. The way different actors understand and value nature evidently impacts 
conservation decisions and has results in designation of certain PAs over others (Robbins 
2012). For this reason, according to Hazen and Harris (2007) argue that the way nature itself 
is understood has highly political significance and, hence, conservation decision can never be 
value-free. Hazen and Harris state that historical, cultural, economic and political processes 









When a PA is established a part of a landscape is separated and defined by certain boundaries 
(Fall 2003). This division of space can be based on biological or social arguments or, 
preferably, on both approaches. Creating boundaries always means making decisions related 
to resource use and defining allowed activities for a certain space. 
 
The spatial bounding and mapping of conservation units has been seen problematic by e.g. 
Hazen and Harris (2007), Robbins (2012) and Zimmerer (2000). Hazen and Harris note that 
the effectiveness of PAs can be criticised in terms of boundaries, scale and in spatial and 
temporal flexibility. To begin with, PA boundaries often fit poorly into both social and natural 
world because boundaries have often planned based on either natural or social factors. For 
instance, production systems, such as cropping systems or livestock management, require 
regular spatial rotation (Robbins 2012) and strict boundaries may hinder that rotation. Spatial 
bounding on conserved areas also usually hastens resource users’ and residents’ loss of access 
to social and environmental assets. Moreover, according to Robbins (2012) and Vannini and 
Vannini (2016) human made boundaries poorly match with flows of natural elements and 
they can “leak”, for instance because of seasonal migration of animals. Altogether, bounding 
of a conservation space can lead to ecological and social challenges and hence, can cause 
conflict. 
 
Role of different boundaries is significant also in the designation of PAs. Political or 
administrative boundaries have often powerful role when deciding boundaries for certain 
areas. Hazen and Harris (2007) see problematics in spatial bounding of PAs for instance in 
the case of biodiversity “hotspots”. Hotspots are easy targets for conservation as they often 
consist of limited areas which are easy to visualize and the reason for protecting them is 
comprehensible because of the amount of rare species and ecosystems. Hotspots are easily 
justified PAs and therefore they are politically more attractive compared to other areas that 
might have as much or even more ecological value.  
 
3.3 Social equity 
 
Environmental degradation often leads to increasing marginalization of specific groups, such 




aims of conservation is to prevent environmental degradation and, accordingly, it would be 
expected that conservation would reduce social marginalization and increase social equity. 
However, conservation has often led to unequal outcomes between different social groups 
and hence, caused social marginalization. This emphasizes the need to look at PAs from the 
perspective of social equity. Social equity of PAs refers to issues such as marginalization of 
certain groups, livelihoods or forms of knowledge especially related to strictly protected areas 
(Hazen & Harris 2007). For instance, in conserving biodiversity, Western scientific 
knowledge has often been appreciated over traditional and indigenous knowledge, even 
though the traditional ways often offer more diverse ways to understand ecosystems.  
 
Questions of social equity are present also in the recent approaches to conservation which aim 
to be more sustainable and take the local people more into consideration, as Robbins (2012) 
has noted. One example is from the buffer zone approach in which traditional land use 
practices are allowed in PA buffer zones. Robbins claims that also in this approach to PA 
management, behaviour and land use of local people are being monitored and regulated. Local 
people are not really able to use the resources as they would like to and even though that has 
been the fundamental aim of the approach. Hazen and Harris (2007) argue that already 
fundamental idea of mapping of particular area as a “national park “ or “nature reserve” 
creates an illusion of wilderness where no human presence is allowed. This is in contrast with 
current conservation ideas which aim to increasingly include local communities into the 
management of PAs and allow sustainable resource use in certain kinds of PAs. One might 
wonder, if thinking of nature as fundamentally separate from the human society is rooted so 
deeply in conservation policies and general mind-set that it has become impossible to find 
new conservation practices, without first changing the whole mind-set, and also maybe the 
people who are making the conservation decision in the first place. 
 
In sum, this study utilizes concepts often referred in political ecology which is a research field 
that examines politics of environmental change such as biodiversity conservation and its 
impact on local communities. It is in this study’s interest to analyse the livelihood impacts of 
PAs. Consequently, in order to understand what factors make a livelihood the concept of 





3.4 Sustainable livelihoods 
 
In order to understand the impact of PA to local people it is important to concentrate on the 
concept of livelihood. It is essential for this study to actually understand what livelihood 
means and which factors influence livelihood sustainability. For these reasons this study 
utilizes the Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF). This chapter concentrates first on the 
concept of sustainable livelihoods and then it introduces the framework used in the analysis. 
 
Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) can be considered as a concept, framework or an approach. 
According to Knutson (2005) the concept was first proposed by Chambers and Conway in 
1991. Chambers and Conway (1992) were concerned how people in the 21st century can gain 
at least basically decent rural livelihoods as the exploitation of rural resources by the middle 
and low income countries was considered unsustainable especially in regions of low 
urbanisation, high population growth rates and vulnerable rural environments.  
 
Capability, equity and sustainability are essential concepts in SL (Chambers & Conway 
1992). Concept of capability refers to a person’s ability to perform certain basic functions. 
Basic functions can mean several things to people and they can vary depending on people, 
places and environments. Sen (1987) has referred to things that people are able to do and be 
e.g. to be able to be properly nourished and have an appropriate clothing. In general capability 
means people’s ability to decide what he or she can do. With the word equity Chambers and 
Conway (1992) refer to a less unequal distribution of assets, capabilities and opportunities. 
Improving the state and conditions of the weak and poor is central for the concept of equity. 
Concept of sustainability includes three aspects: environmental, economic and social 
sustainability. In livelihood point of view sustainability refers to abilities to maintain and 
improve livelihoods while protecting and maintaining the capabilities and assets livelihoods 
depend on (Chambers 1987). 
 
3.4.1 Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 
 
As a concept Chambers and Conway (1992:7) define SL as follows: “the capabilities, assets 
(stores, resources, claims and access) and activities required for a means of living: a livelihood 
is sustainable which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance 




generation: and which contributes net benefits to other livelihood at the local and global levels 
and in the short and long term.” Knutson (2005) marks that the definition does not include 
tools for application of the concept. Instead, SL as an approach offers a coherent conduct of 
how to address rural development problems. In addition, as a framework, SL indicates a set 
of factors which can be utilized when analysing sustainability of a livelihood or livelihoods. 
SL Framework is introduced in figure 1. 
 
 
     Figure 1. Sustainable Livelihoods Framework. (DIFD 1999). 
 
 
Sustainability is a key concept here. In SL approach sustainability of a livelihood is analysed 
in terms of five assets: natural, human, social, physical and financial. Natural assets refer to 
land, water, forests, marine resources, air quality, erosion protection, and biodiversity. 
Physical assets can include owned property or for instance the available infrastructure. Human 
assets include education, skills, knowledge, health, nutrition, and labour power. Social assets 
include networks that increase trust, ability to work together, access to opportunities, 
reciprocity; informal safety nets; and membership in organizations and financial assets refer 
to savings (cash as well as liquid assets), credit (formal and informal), as well as inflows (state 
transfers and remittances) (Adato & Meinzen-Dick 2002). This study is focuses mostly on 





Assets cannot be examined without taking into consideration the vulnerability context (trends, 
shocks and stresses) they exist in (Morse & McNamara 2013). Shocks (e.g. human health 
shocks, natural or economic shocks, conflict etc.) can destroy livelihoods assets directly or 
they can force people to abandon their home areas and dispose assets as part of coping 
strategies. Trends (e.g. population trends, trends in governance or leadership, local, 
communal, regional or national trends) tend to be more predictable and benign than shocks 
and they have particular influence on rates of return to chosen livelihood strategies. Seasonal 
shifts (e.g. prices, food availability, production, health, employment opportunities) are among 
the greatest and most enduring sources of hardship for poor rural people in developing 
countries. 
 
SL is a wide concept which is one reason the approach has gained some criticism. Because of 
its broad nature, I will not try to cover all the aspects that are included into the SL framework 
in this study. Instead, I will focus on the few that became to be essential in my study. The aim 
of this study is to utilize SLF to understand which factors are essential in local livelihoods 
and what is the role and impact of PA in that. I will focus on the few main factors that have 
essential role in supporting livelihoods in Welioya. I am especially interested in to find out 
what are the most important livelihood assets that enable current livelihoods for local people. 
I will look specifically into biodiversity conservation and analyse its effects is has on 
livelihood sustainability. 
 
This chapter has introduced the theoretical framework and the main concepts of this study. 
Now I will introduce the local context of this research. In the subsequent chapter I present 
how biodiversity conservation has been addressed in Sri Lanka by giving a brief introduction 
to forest and PA management policies in Sri Lanka. 
4 Local context – Sri Lanka 
 
 
Sri Lanka is an island of around 22 million inhabitants and it is located in the southeast of 
India and surrounded by the Indian Ocean. The island is around 65,610 Sq. km. Sri Lanka is 
a country of various ethnicities with majority of the population being Sinhalese (around 75 
percent) and the second largest group being Tamils (11 percent). It has been estimated that in 




has been independent since 1948. Country witnessed a long civil war between the government 
and Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) during the years 1983-2009. After the conflict, 
Sri Lanka has experienced continuing significant economic development.  As an example, Sri 
Lanka’s GDP real growth rate was 5.2 percent in 2015. (CIA 2016).  
 
There are two monsoon seasons in Sri Lanka the other one lasting from June to October and 
the other from December to March and an inter-monsoons in between (UNDP 2012). On the 
basis of rainfall there are three climate zones in the country: dry, wet and intermediate and on 
the basis of elevation, country can be divided into low, mid and up country (Bandara et al. 
2001). Welioya, the study village, is located in the dry zone in the low country. 
 
Sri Lanka, being one of the world’s 34 biological hot spots, possesses a significant number of 
rare and endemic species especially in its natural forests (CIA 2016; Wickramasinghe 2013). 
Like other biodiversity hotspots, also Sri Lanka struggles in conserving its biodiversity, 
natural ecosystems and rare habitats by combating especially deforestation and soil erosion 
(Bandara et al. 2001; CIA 2016). As forests globally, they have a significant role in preserving 
the ecosystem services also in Sri Lanka. What comes to forests and livelihoods, around 72.2 
percent of Sri Lanka’s population live in rural areas and 30 percent of the rural population 
live close to forests and are depending on forests resources at least to some extent 
(Chokkalingam & Vanniarachchy 2011). 
 
Sri Lanka has a relatively long history with conservation. First National Park (Yala) was 
established in 1938. In total, there are 660 different PAs in Sri Lanka and 19,898 km of total 
land area is under some level of protection (UNEP-WCMC 2016). Different PAs managed by 
the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWLC) include 61 Sanctuaries, 3 Strict Nature 
Reserves, one Elephant Corridor, 7 Nature Reserves and 26 National Parks (Department of 
Wildlife Conservation 2015a). According to Chokkalingam and Vanniarachchy (2011) and 
FAO (2009), around 93 percent of natural forests in Sri Lanka are owned by the state. In 
addition to DWLC, other essential governmental agency in the protection and management 
of natural forests is the Forest Department (FD). In this case study the main examined PA in 
Welioya is considered as a sanctuary (IUCN category IV) and it is managed by the DWLC. 
Also FD manages a PA (Bogahapattiya Forest Reserve) in the study region and Udawalawe 
National Park (managed by the DWLC) is also located close to the study area. According to 




is not a precise description and leaves space for speculation related to the level of human 
actions allowed. As this study later reveals, despite the definitions that PAs in Sri Lanka are 
categorized by, in reality the regulations and for instance peoples’ access to PAs are 
complicatedly managed which has caused confusion and conflict among local people and 
actors. 
 
4.1.1 Forest policy and management 
 
To understand nature conservation in Sri Lanka it is important to shortly go through history 
of Sri Lanka’s forest policy and development of forest management strategies. According to 
De Zoyza (2001), Sri Lanka’s forest cover decreased from 85 to 70 percent of land area during 
the time of British rule between years 1881-1900. During that time forests were cut down to 
clear land for export crop plantations and for valuable timber. After gaining independence in 
1948 deforestation continued due to various reasons including e.g. legal and illegal logging, 
poor land use practices in agriculture, massive agricultural land settlements as well as 
encroachment by landless poor. Moreover, population growth, rising incomes and changing 
lifestyles have influenced over exploitation of Sri Lanka’s forests. The civil war also left its 
impacts on forest cover as forests were cleared to prevent the enemy from hiding into them 
(Chokkalingam & Vanniarachchy 2011). Currently forests cover about 29.4 percent of total 
land area in Sri Lanka (CIA 2016). 
 
According to De Zoyza (2001), priorities in Sri Lanka’s forest policy have been multiple 
throughout the history. Objectives have shifted from ancient system of community forest 
management to timber supply and conservation of forests to management of forests as an 
economic resource. Since 1980, Sri Lanka started to decentralize its forest governance and 
current trends in forest policy are moving towards more sustainable forest resource 
management and community involvement. Bilateral and multilateral programs and projects 
related to for instance ecotourism, social forestry, fuelwood plantations and mangrove 
management have been established during last couple of decades in order to protect the natural 
forests.  
 
Conservation and forest management objectives have been defined in National Forest Policy 
in 1995 (Bandaratillake & Fernando 2003; Forest Department 2011). Overall objective is to 




services (Forest Department 2011). More specifically, first objective defined in the policy 
relates to conservation of biodiversity, soil, water and also historical, cultural and religious 
values. Second objective is to “increase the tree cover and productivity of the forests to meet 
the needs of present and future generations for forest products and services -”. Last one refers 
to enhancement of forestry to strengthen national economy and also for the welfare of rural 
communities. 
 
However, sustainable forest sector development in general in Sri Lanka faces many 
challenges (De Zoyza 2001; De Zoyza & Inoue 2008). Government’s increased power over 
forest reserves, centralized management, weakened community control and lack of 
community involvement to decision-making at national level all hinder the development of 
forest sector in Sri Lanka (De Zoyza & Inoue 2008; Wickramasinghe 2013). De Zoyza and 
Inoue (2008) argue that local authorities often lack capacity in sustainable resource 
management and this has led to marginalization of the majority of local community members 
as only the interests of a few become recognized. Hereby, local needs and perspectives are 
often excluded from the forest decision-making. In addition, illegal logging without proper 
sanctions is a problem that remains unsolved. 
 
Following the global agenda Sri Lanka’s forest management in currently moving increasingly 
towards community-based management practises (De Zoyza 2001; De Zoyza & Inoue 2008). 
Despite the challenges in sustainable forest resource management, community forest 
management has been regarded as one of the key approaches for the communities that depend 
highly on forest resources. In this approach communities are recognized as key actors in the 
protection of forests as they are in the position to reduce forest degradation and deforestation. 
De Zoyza (2001) states that significant profits could be generated from the protected forests 
through joint forest management. This means that the DWLC and the DF were to work 
together and focus on developing facilities for recreational purposes which could increase 
profits gained from forests. Wickramasinghe (2013) sees opportunities especially in 
ecotourism sector as international tourist’s interest towards nature-based tourism has been 
increasing in the country. The author argues that new solutions to conservation must be 
developed in the future since forestry sector lacks funds in PA management and this, 





In sum, when it comes to protected forests in Sri Lanka, involving local communities 
effectively to management of the areas remains a question yet to be answered. Some 
promising management strategies have been developed in order to share the benefits gained 
from forests and PAs among stakeholders as common goods. New practices are needed, 
however, in order to continue to protect diverse forest and nature resources and hence, rural 
people’s livelihoods in Sri Lanka. 
 
4.1.2 Shalin Finland’s project 
 
In this chapter I introduce shortly the Finnish development cooperation project without which 
I would not have been able to conduct this study in the first place. Field trip to Sri Lanka and 
the collection of data for this study was organized in cooperation with Finnish NGO Shalin 
Finland. With relation to Sri Lanka’s goals to promote sustainable forestry development, 
Shalin Finland started a project funded be The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Finland in 2015 
to enhance communities’ role in forest management in Sri Lanka. I participated in the project 
at its early phase in spring 2015 and collected the data used in this study on the field trip 
organized by the NGO and Sri Lankan partner organization Center for Environmental Justice 
(CEJ). Shalin Finland’s project is called “Community participation for improved forest 
management in Sri Lanka” and it aims to address the deterioration and clearing of protected 
natural forests and changing land use in the selected project sites, and the various negative 
effects this is posing to the local communities in Sri Lanka. Project’s overall objective is to 
sustain ecological services provided by forests for the benefit of the local communities. In the 
first part of the project Finnish students, myself included, were conducting research on various 
topics related to the overall project. The aim of the students’ research was to improve 
understanding of the ecological services provided by the forests and use of the knowledge in 
decision-making and advocacy. This particular study utilizes the data I collected in May 2015 
for Shalin Finland’s project. However, I wish to highlight that this study otherwise is done 
completely independently by myself and hence, it does not follow Shalin Finland’s or CEJ’s 
endeavours concerning the project. 
 
The aim of this chapter has been to briefly introduce the local context of this case study. It 
has considered issues from the point of view of Sri Lanka and discussed the main issues that 




Finnish project under which the data for this study was collected. Now, I will present the aim 
of this study and the general research problem. 
 
4.2 Research area and the case study 
 
This study was conducted in Welioya which is a small village located in southern Sri Lanka 
(see figure 2). Welioya is one of the project sites of Shalin Finland and therefore it was chosen 
as the study village. Welioya is a small village of around 2800 people and 804 families and it 
is located north of Udawalawe National Park. Village is on the border of Moneragala, 
Ratnapura and Badulla districts and divisions of Balangoda, Thamalvila and Halmdulla (see 
figure 3.). The numbers of inhabitants in Welioya should be considered directional since it is 
not clear which areas and villages are included into the number given by a Welioya village 
officer. According to Shalin Finland’s estimation the population is of the whole region is 
around 35 000 (Shalin Finland 2014). The reason for inaccuracy in calculation might be 






     Figure 2. Map of Sri Lanka 
 
One of the main features of the study village and the area in general is Weli Oya River around 
which the center of the village is located. The data collection was conducted in seven smaller 
inhabited areas that are located in Welioya: Sandagala, Diwulana, Mahanatelu Wewa, 
Kadanetalu Wewa, Athdathgala, Nabadipalassa and Kudakiula Wewa. As Welioya is already 
s smallish village, these seven smaller villages consisting of just a handful of houses could 
more preferably be considered as different parts of Welioya. Still, every place had its own 
separate name and during my stay in Welioya locals tend to call places as “villages” so hereby 








Figure 3. Welioya region 
 
All of the visited small villages are located in Welioya and they were selected because they 
are located near to the protected forest. Households that were located further away from the 
forest were less likely to have experiences related to forest and therefore those villages were 
not seen as important for the research problem. Five out of seven villages were located near 
to irrigation lakes which was found out to be a critical issue as the research went on. The 
reason for this is that cultivations in the nearby villages get their irrigation water from those 
lakes which are connected to the Weli Oya River. 
 
According to Shalin Finland (2014), the up-stream of the Weli Oya River irrigation scheme 
consists of forest land extending over 10,000 hectares. Out of the total forest area, about 1200 
ha is traditional temple land that belongs to the Kuda Kataragama shrine. The temple lands 
are governed by the Buddhist Shrines and Temporalities Ordinance from 1956. Over 




rights that allow non-permanent cultivation inside forests. In exchange, families have 
provided religious services to the temple. Other than shrine lands, there is about 9000 ha of 
government forest land managed by the FD. (Shalin Finland 2014). 
 
Weli Oya Irrigation project has brought significant benefits for local people in Welioya. The 
project was finished in 2007 and since then it has increased paddy production considerably, 
and subsequently local farmers have gained higher income from cultivation. This is because 
during the project, irrigation canals were constructed in order to enhance irrigation 
possibilities on areas that before depended on rainfall. According to Shalin Finland (2014) 
the Irrigation Management Board has representatives from all 36 Farmer Organizations (FOs) 
that belong to the irrigation scheme, as well as the relevant government officers (i.e. irrigation 
officer). Watershed protection has said to be of the highest importance for the local 
communities. Illegal encroachments to the watershed areas within the downstream 
communities (study area) have been reported to forest officers and police, but the complaints 
are yet to be responded. One of the main threats to the water catchment area are imposed by 
land grabbing taking place in the up-stream side of Weli Oya River, belonging to a different 
administrative division (Halmdulla). Recent unlawful land grabbing of forest lands by private 
companies is endangering the ecosystem services provided by the forests and also violating 
the customary rights of the local villagers, many of whom have given up cultivation activities 
within the forest lands. Local farmers are already facing the consequences of land grabbing, 
such as intensified human-elephant conflict and pollution caused by intensive use of 
herbicides and pesticides in the newly established private rubber plantations. (Shalin Finland 
2014). 
 
4.2.1 Protected areas in study area 
 
There are three PAs in the study area that are significant in this study: Dahaiyagala, 
Udawalawe and Bogahapattiya (see figure 4). Of all the different PAs located close to the 
study village Welioya, Dahaiyagala was at the central focus of this study because it is located 
closest to the visited households but other two are considered as well. Dahaiyagala was 
founded in 2002 and the area covers 2685.07 ha. In the IUCN PA Category System 
Dahaiyagala is in the category IV Habitat / Species Management Area (Protected Planet 
2016). The sanctuary is managed by the DWLC and it unites two PAs: Udawalawe National 




(managed by the FD, IUCN category Ib Wilderness Area). In addition to Dahaiyagala, the 
DWLC has also other wildlife corridors in the region. Out of the three main PAs in the study 
area Udawalawe National Park is the most famous. It was founded in 1972 and it is well-
known for its elephants. After Yala National Park Udawalawe is the most visited National 
Park in Sri Lanka and it has significantly contributed to the development of the tourism sector 
in the country (Department of Wildlife Conservation 2015b).  
 
 
Figure 4. The main Protected Areas in the study area 
 
The three PAs are essentially linked to each other. As a habitat / species management area 
Dahaiyagala’s main purpose is to protect elephant habitats and allow elephants to move 
undisturbedly from Udawalawe National Park to Bogahapattiya Forest Reserve while to 
protect also other rare species and habitats. This is essential matter and one reason for 
considering also the other two PAs in this study. The reason for elephants to move from PA 




important for elephants and elephants migrate from Udawalawe to Bogahapattiya through the 
wildlife corridors, such as Dahaiyagala, in order to get access to the licks. 
 
Official definitions of PAs create challenges when describing and analysing the PAs in the 
area. According to the DWLC webpages (2015a) sanctuaries “[a]llow human activities, while 
protect the habitats. Sanctuaries ensure the protection of wildlife which is outside to state 
land. Therefore, sanctuaries may include private lands also. It is not necessary to obtain a 
permit for enter into sanctuary.” The DWLC’s definition of sanctuary confuses its reader bit 
as one begins to wonder how the management of these areas is done successfully and in 
mutual understanding if they include both state and private lands. In this case study this 
contradiction between the land management and also the confusion of administrative PA 
boundaries is crucial since it has also impacted local people’s use of forests and their 
livelihood abilities. Since the PAs in the study area are managed by two different state 
departments (the DWLC and the FD), management related conflicts of have not been avoided 
during the recent years. Conflicts that relate to land use and management have afflicted the 
area and debates have been seen on the national and international media as well. One of the 
local conflicts is introduced in the following chapter. 
 
4.2.2 “Eco”-golf course project and conflict 
 
One local conflict needs a special mention here as it has affected the way local people in 
Welioya value the forest they live close to. The villages where the interviews were carried 
out are located in the area that probably would be affected by a planned “Eco Golf Resort 
Project”. The project has actually been called eco-friendly, even though the golf course would 
most likely require the utilization of water in the Weli Oya River. Hence, project would 
significantly impact the quality of area’s water resources and be most likely very 
unecological. According to the Center for Environmental Justice (2015) 628 acres of land 
have been grabbed from the Soragune forest (near Welioya) in order to build a golf course 
and a hotel. The “Eco-golf course project” has been contested in several Sri Lankan 
newspaper articles and the issues related to the impacts of the project were also raised in the 
interviews in this study. Besides the fact that the golf project area has been recognized as the 
main water catchment area for the Weli Oya River, the area is an important habitat for the 
elephants of Udawalawe National Park that move around in the forested areas. CEJ states that 




river and the non-timber forest resources and, consequently, the golf project might have 
significant impacts to those communities. Those downstream communities are at the focus in 
this study and therefore considering the golf course conflict is important. 
 
Indeed, the planned golf course and hotel project is said to have multiple impacts on local 
communities and their livelihoods as well as on the sensitive ecosystems and biodiversity in 
the area. The mentioned salt licks in Bogahapattiya play a significant role in the conflict 
because, if the golf course would be build, it would have an effect on elephant’s behavior as 
their way to these mineral licks would be blocked. As this case research proceeded, the issues 
related to this so-called “eco golf course project” were raised many times and hereby it 
became necessary to include the issue into the study and also in the discussion. However, I 
wish to highlight that the golf course was not at the core of this study although it eventually 
became an essential part of the research results. To study the impacts and local perceptions 
related to the golf course project more deeply a different kind of approach would have been 
needed. Still, questions related to the golf project were included to the interviews because 
people’s opinions of the golf project revealed not only how people value the forest in their 
lives in general but also how they would like the area to develop in the future. Altogether, this 
study focuses on the overall social impacts of PAs and the value of the forests for the local 
people and livelihoods in which the golf course project might also have a role in the near 
future if the project will proceed.  
5 Research questions and the aim of the study 
 
The overall aim of this research is to study the impacts and value of biodiversity conservation 
to local people in Welioya, Sri Lanka. The main focus is on the livelihood impacts of PAs in 
the study area. 
 
The most important PA that this study is interested in is Dahaiyagala sanctuary. In addition, 
the study will also consider other PAs that surround the study village, Welioya. My 
fundamental interest during this project has been to study the impact and value of PAs to the 
people who live close to the PA boundaries. My purpose has been to look at issues especially 
from local people’s perspective. I have been eager to find out what kind of opinions and views 




livelihoods currently and also in the future. Problems and challenges that people have related 
to the PAs are also of this study’s interests. 
 
Keeping the background information, theoretical framework, my own interests and the 
research data in mind, I have set the following three research questions in order to answer the 
overall research problem: 
 
1) What are the most important livelihood assets for local people? 
 
The first research question is asked to understand what livelihood assets form the base for 
local livelihoods. This is an important question because, before understanding the effects that 
biodiversity conservation and PA might have on local livelihoods it is essential to know what 
those livelihoods are and on what assets they are based on. Accordingly, the focus is on the 
most important assets and it was not in my interests to cover all the assets that are introduced 
in the SLF (see figure 1 in the chapter 3.4.1). 
 
2) What are the positive and negative impacts of protected area in Welioya? 
 
Conservation can be regarded as an environmental change that always has social impacts (e.g. 
Adams & Hutton 2007). Social impacts of conservation can include both costs and benefits. 
Cost and benefits are describes in more detail in chapter two. With this question I aim to 
reveal the positive and negative impacts PAs have had on local people. By presenting this 
question my aim is also to find out if conservation has caused conflicts within the local people 
and between relevant stakeholders in Welioya. 
 
3) What environmental changes have affected local livelihoods? 
 
Besides the establishment of PA in Welioya, I wish to find out if there are other environmental 
changes or other significant developments that have or have had influence on local people 
and their lives.  
 
By presenting these questions my fundamental goal is to understand the impact of biodiversity 






6.1 Qualitative case study 
 
 
This study was conducted using qualitative research practices. In this study the most 
important features of qualitative research are related to data collection and also the way the 
analysis was conducted.  Methods used in this study are interview and observation which are 
among the most typical data collection methods used in qualitative research (Eskola & 
Suoranta 2003). Compared to quantitative research in general, the size of data (in this study 
mainly the number of interviews) is not regarded as important as the actual research analysis 
and the quality of the data collected. (Eskola & Suoranta 2003)  
 
There are some features of qualitative research in my study that I consider especially 
important. For this research it was essential to spend time within the researched community. 
Spending a fixed amount of time among the researched, living and observing the life in 
Welioya was significant in order to understand local people as well as possible. It is typical 
for a qualitative research that includes a field work to learn new things every day during the 
data collection and the whole research process. Eskola and Suoranta (2003) have noted that 
“learning by experiencing” is of the main elements in research conducted in different culture 
and environment. Accordingly, the aim of this kind of research is to learn and understand the 
everyday life, culture, habits and customs as well as possible by listening, asking and 
observing the people and the surroundings. Despite the limited time spend in Sri Lanka, I was 
able to get a glimpse of the life of the locals in the place I was staying. In order to get as much 
information as possible, my aim was to be active and participate in everything I could, even 
if it was not at centre of my research’s interests. For instance, our research group and myself 
made visits to different places in Welioya and attended a village meeting during which I also 
made observations and connections to my research problem. Asking questions also outside 
my actual research topic and the questionnaire and being constantly curios about the things 
happening around me was important in this qualitative case study. 
 
6.2 Data collection 
 
Research data was collected during a three-week field trip to Sri Lanka in May 2015. The 




and with CEJ, the local NGO. Field level data collection is an essential part of this research. 
What is especially important is that doing a field level research enables researcher to capture 
the perspective and view of the researched more effectively than not going to the field (Eskola 
& Suoranta 2003). In this study it was essential to go to the field in Sri Lanka and meet and 
talk with the local people in order to understand local conditions and environment and finally 
to find answers to the research problem. Without going to Sri Lanka and meeting the local 
people it would not have been possible to conduct this study successfully or at least essential 
matters would probably have been missed. 
 
During the field trip I was part of a group consisting of six Finnish students and a Finnish 
project manager from Shalin Finland. After arriving to Sri Lanka the group visited Colombo 
and the office of CEJ which is the NGO that is responsible for managing Shalin Finland’s 
project in Sri Lanka. After visiting Colombo the group continued to the village of Welioya 
where the actual data collection was conducted. We arrived in Welioya on 8th of May and 
spend 13 days as quests in a local family’s house. During that time the group visited 
Udawalawe National Park for two days trip and spend one night in a hotel near the national 
park’s entrance. I visited Udawalawe one more time for one-day trip with my translator to 
collect data from local households near park’s entrance. These interviews were however 
excluded from the data because, on closer examination, they did not really concern the 
research problem of this study. Household interviews in the actual study area in Welioya were 
conducted during seven days. Interviews were collected with the help from Sri Lankan 
university students who worked as translators and assistants for Finnish students throughout 
our stay in Welioya. Students had an important role in the data collection at least in my 
research as they helped to find the relevant villages that were located near to the PA border. 
After the actual data collection CEJ organised a workshop in Welioya. Local people were 
invited to the workshop in which CEJ presented their former work as well as the ongoing 
project. At the end of the workshop we, Finnish students, presented our preliminary research 
findings for local people with the help from Sri Lankan students and after the presentations 
local people had also the chance to comment work. I felt that the workshop was an important 
part of our visit as we were able to better explain the purpose of our staying and also, to give 





6.3 Semi-structured interviews  
 
The main research method used in this study was semi-structured interview. In total, I 
conducted 36 household interviews on the field in different parts of Welioya. The main benefit 
of interviews, and also the reason why I chose it as a method, is their flexibility (Tuomi & 
Sarajärvi 2009). According to Tuomi and Sarajärvi, semi-structured interview highlights the 
interpretations and meanings that people have on specific issues and also how the 
interpretations and meanings originate in interaction. Dunn (2010) states that the purpose of 
using semi-structured of interview is to find answers to interview questions that relate straight 
to the research questions. Accordingly, as Dunn notes, the structure and questions of a semi-
structured interview is usually based on the background information and issues that researcher 
already has judged to be relevant to the research topic. Interview questions can for instance 
be divided into separate themes that are selected important for the research topic. 
 
Thus, keeping the flexibility and the method’s general convenience to my research in mind, 
semi-structured interview was selected as the main research method for this study. Additional 
reason for choosing semi-structured interview as my main research method was that I did not 
know how the research participants would react and response to my questions and presence 
in general. I also felt that strictly structured questionnaire and, on the other hand, open 
conversation-like interview were not as suitable for household visits as the semi-structured 
interview. However, open conversation was used as a method in the key informant and expert 
interviews as it was more suitable to discuss different themes with them by discussing broadly 
and openly. 
 
Testing the questionnaire with representatives of the target group is an important part of the 
data collection phase. Yet, I was not possible to actually test the interview questionnaire with 
relevant target group members as the time spend in Sri Lanka was relatively limited and we 
had to start the actual interviews right after our arrival to the study village. However, I went 
through the questionnaire with other Finnish students and with the translator before going to 
actual villages in order to test reasonability of the questions and the general structure of the 
questionnaire. I was also able to discuss my research topic with the CEJ staff and with a Sri 
Lankan university professor who was visiting us in Welioya before our field work started. 






The interviews were conducted in seven small villages inside Welioya: Sandagala, Diwulana, 
Mahanatelu Wewa, Kadanetalu Wewa, Athdathgala, Nabadipalassa and Kudakiula Wewa. 
The interviewed households in the villages were selected randomly. Together with other two 
groups conducting interviews in the villages we covered almost all of the households in couple 
of villages since there were only few houses in the villages. In those specific villages we 
selected the interviewed households in a way that, as groups, we avoided interviewing same 
households more than once because we did not want to interrupt same households by asking 
the same kind of questions repeatedly. In seven separate villages between four and eight 
household interviews were conducted. On the first days we covered more houses than during 
the following days. At the beginning the interviewing situations were not so familiar and we 
learned something new after each interview. 
 
As I started the actual household interviews I quickly noticed that some participants were 
more eager to answers than others. It became also clear that other topics were more familiar 
for some than for others and the opposite. As Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) note, interview as 
a method allows researcher to be flexible in the interviewing situation and it is possible for 
example to change the order of the questions if needed and also to ask additional and more 
detailed questions. During the seven days of interviewing local people I slightly corrected and 
changed both the questions and also the way I presented the questions to the interviewed 
person. I learned to interpret interview situations as I conducted more and more interviews. 
In some occasions we spend more time discussing for instance the problems that local people 
face in their daily lives when in others one short answer related to the problems was enough. 
Interviews lasted approximately from 25 to 45 minutes and all of them were recorded after 
we had asked a permission to do so. Only one person did not allot us to interview and a couple 
of participants were little reserved at first but after the situation was explained to the 
participant (e.g. who I was and the purpose of interview), they got more comfortable and 
allowed me to continue the interview. 
 
The ages of the interviewees were from 23 to 69 years. Both women and men were 
interviewed because I wanted to get the general perspective of both sexes. Before the 
interviews every interviewed person was informed about the project and translators and my 
own role in it. Every interview was made anonymously and the participants had the change 




interviews the questions were normally directed to one specific person but in most of the 
situations there were more people present in addition to the actual interviewee. Crang and 
Cook (2007) note that this is typical in doing field research and that the researcher has to be 
prepared in changing and surprising situations. Probably the reason for getting more people 
in the interviewing situation is that people, neighbours or family members, got curious about 
what we were discussing and wanted to participate as well. However, there are issues in these 
kinds of surprising situations that are being discussed later in the study. 
 
Throughout the interviews a questionnaire was used in order to cover the same themes with 
each of the interviewees. Asked questions varied a little depending on the interviewee’s 
interest and enthusiasm to participate and share his or her thoughts. After the first day I 
noticed that I needed to change and add a few questions to get more informative answers. It 
was also necessary to exclude some questions since it became obvious that few questions 
were somewhat unnecessary and difficult to understand by the participants. It was important 
to ensure that all the main themes got covered although not exactly the same questions were 
asked from every interviewee. Removing a couple of questions and adding a few might have 
affected in a way that the first handful of interviews were not as informative as the rest. 
However, it proved out not to have a great effect on the research findings eventually.  
 
The topics discussed in the semi-structured household interviews included at least the 
following: 
 
1) Interviewees age and marital status 
2) Source of main income 
3) Time lived in Welioya 
4) Food and water resources and their availability 
5) Main cultivated crops 
6) Use of forest resources and visits to forest area / sanctuary 
7) Environmental or other changes happened/happening in the area 
8) Opinions related to forest sanctuary 
9) Knowledge related to possible legal/illegal activities related to forest 
10) Perceptions related to planned eco-golf course project 
11) Perceptions and hopes related to people’s own and area’s  future development 




13) Perceptions related to tourists and tourism 
 
6.3.1 Expert and key informant interviews 
 
In addition to household interviews, key informant and expert interviews were conducted. 
Expert interviews were conducted with Wild Life Department of Welioya, Irrigation 
Department of Welioya, and with the manager of Udawalawe National Park. During a one-
day visit to Udawalawe I also interviewed the park’s ecotourism officer. Key informant 
interviews included interviews with the Head Monk of Welioya, Welioya village officer and 
a member of an organisation of eco-friendly businesses. The Head Monk of Welioya was 
interviewed because Head Monks in Sri Lanka are one sort of village leaders and they usually 
have a lot of information related to current issues in the village.  
 
Main purpose of the key informant interviews was to get more general information concerning 
Welioya and the area, developments and changes happened in the region and to get more 
precise information related to area specific issues and problems. Expert interviews on the 
other hand were conducted in order to gain knowledge related to different actors that engage 
with conservation of other environmental activities in the area. Expert interviews were also 
carried out to get different perspectives of actors related to PA management and in order to 
find out about other possible issues that relate to conservation in the area.  
 
In the end, key informant and expert interviews proved out to be significant for the study since 
the knowledge that I had related to the area was rather limited. All of the expert and key 
informant interviews were not planned beforehand because it was difficult to know who we 
could reach and who would want to talk to us in the first place. Luckily, I would say, it was 
quite easy to organize meetings with people, officers as well as with two environmental 
departments in Welioya. Again, CEJ and the student assistants had an important role in 
helping with organizing the meetings and interviews. Eventually, people showed interest 
towards our work and were eager to discuss issues with us.  
 
Themes discussed in the key and expert interviews varied a little according to interviewee’s 
position. For instance, with the Head Monk of Welioya there were many different topics 




irrigation project and the region in general. Table 1 gives an overview of discussion topics 
covered in key and expert interviews. 
 
6.3.1.1 Summary of the expert and key informant interviews 
 






Expert Wildlife Department 
 
DWCs work and views related to the 
PA and forest management 
 
Expert Irrigation Department 
 
Irrigation project, water resources, 
forest management issues 
Expert Udawalawe National Park 
 
National Park, general information 
Key informant  Head Monk of Welioya 
 
Forest conservation and management, 
the golf course project, water protection 
issues 
 
Key informant  Village officer 















Observation is common method used in qualitative research. In this study observation was 




interviews which, is one of the main purposes of observation. Observation can also be helpful 
in connecting matters into the context especially when conducting study in an unfamiliar 
environment (Crang & Cook 2007; Eskola & Suoranta 2003). In my study observation 
happened also in the interview situations. During the interviews I observed and made notes 
about the environment like houses, home gardens and yards and also about people’s reactions 
to overall interviewing situation as well as to different questions and discussion topics. In 
brief, observation in my study has a role in supporting the main data and also in helping to 
get general information about the environment, area and people in Welioya. 
 
6.3.3 Summary of the research data 
 
 








To find out local people’s 
perspective, get insights to 














To get information about 
the main issues in Welioya 
To get different actors’ 
opinions and views to 
specific environmental 







To get support for the 
interviews, to strengthen 
the overall image and 
understanding 
 
Table 2. Summary of the research data 
 
 
6.4 Qualitative content analysis 
 
The data was analysed using qualitative content analysis. In my analysis I used a coding 
method. Coding is a typical method to sort out and interpret the data (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 
2009). First I got familiar with the research data by reading the written out interviews. Then 




did the coding for the research data. After that, I divided and categorized the similar codes 
into groups according to different topics. Then the groups were further united according the 
selected themes from which the results of this study were further formed. 
 
Qualitative content analysis is one type of text analysis in which the main purpose is to get 
general and summarized picture of the research problem (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009). Typical 
for all ways to do content analysis is that first the data is read through many times to 
understand and get familiar with it, then the data is divided and categorized in a chosen way 
(Eskola & Suoranta 2003; Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009). After reading through the data, 
researcher gathers similar issues that rise from the data and gives meanings for them. Finding 
these meanings, or codes, depends on researcher’s former knowledge and understanding 
related to the research topic. For instance, the amount of theory that the researcher has studied 
impacts what kind of meanings and codes researchers discovers from the data. Eskola and 
Suoranta (2003) state that this is typical for qualitative content analysis as far as the researcher 
is aware of his or her own subjectivity. Researcher should be conscious that the background 
information and theoretical knowledge constantly shape his or her thoughts as she or he is 
reading and analysing the data. Consequently, in qualitative analysis researcher is already 
making interpretations out of his or her research data when she or he categorizes and divides 
the data in specific themes or groups.  
 
Concerning the division of data, there are different types of content analysis depending on 
how much the researcher takes influence from the theory and background into the analysis. 
Content analysis in this study can be regarded as data oriented content analysis which also 
takes some influence from the theory. Data oriented content analysis has received some 
criticism since, as Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) state, it is maybe impossible for the researcher 
not to let the research theory and background information affect his or her analysis. It is maybe 
the same question of objectivity and subjectivity that feature criticism towards qualitative 




The main themes from the data of this study were categorized and identified as: 
 
1. Main livelihood assets 




3. Impact of Welioya irrigation project to local people 
4. Human-elephant conflict 
5. Illegal activities inside PA 
6. Opinions related to impacts of planned golf course project 
7. General challenges and issues in the area 
8. Ideas about the future 
 
 
In this chapter I have presented the data and methods used in conducting this research. I have 
presented typical features of qualitative research and justified why this research is qualitative 
in nature. In the next chapter I will present the results gained in this study. All the findings I 
have made are based on the interviews I conducted with local people and different informants 
and actors. In addition, I have based some of the findings on my observation during the time 
spend on the field in Sri Lanka. 
7 Results 
 
7.1 Basic information - household interviews 
 
During the time of the interviews in May 2015, all of the interviewees lived in rural Sri Lanka 
near the PAs in Welioya. In total, 53 percent out of the interviewees were women and 47 
percent were men and 86 percent of the interviewed people were married. Rest of the 
interviewees were widows. Nearly all of the interviewed men were farmers and interviewed 
women were housewives. Main livelihood of the interviewees is based on agriculture. 
Typically, the livelihood is earned by cultivating rice and by growing vegetables in home 
gardens. Most women stay at home and look after the children while men are working on the 
rice fields. Occasionally women help their husbands on the fields. I also interviewed a couple 
of people living alone, widowed women and men without an occupation. Income of these 
interviewees depended on their children, family or other relatives’ help. There are 
organizations and societies in the village that offer support for people living alone and with 
low or no income and some organizations are established, or partly act, in order to protect 










Figure 5. The case of Welioya presented in Sustainable Livelihoods Framework. 
 
Main results gained from the research data are presented in a Sustainable Livelihood 
Framework (figure 5). In the framework I present only the issues that are essential for my 
research problem and were highlighted in the research analysis. Hence, there are some parts 
missing that are included in the original SLF introduced in chapter 3. Accordingly, it was not 
my purpose to cover all the issues of SLF in this particular study but to focus especially on 
conservation and PA and its impacts on livelihoods. In the middle of the framework I point 
out that rice cultivation is the main economic livelihood for people in Welioya. I present the 
main livelihood assets that came up in the analysis which include natural, physical, social and 
human assets. Vulnerability context includes trends like deforestation, shocks like human-
elephant conflicts, and seasonal shifts like changes in rainfall amounts and employment 




In addition, on the right in the framework I present structures and processes that influence 
local livelihoods. On the background I have presented the forest ecosystem on which all the 
assets in the framework are closely based on in Welioya. The issues in the framework are 
introduced in more detail in the following parts in this chapter. 
 
7.3 Livelihood assets 
 
7.3.1 Physical assets  
 
Most of the interviewed households had an own rice field, which is a significant physical asset 
for local people. Having their own land is important because it helps generating other benefits 
for instance through the increase of financial assets. Couple of interviewees mentioned they 
did not have field of their own and they either rented a field or cultivated on relatives or 
friends fields. There were also a couple of households that had to buy all the food from the 
market because of the lack of agricultural lands, which highlights the importance of having 
an own land. Besides rice, there were few vegetables, such as banana and coconut which were 
cultivated on a larger scale in a couple of households. Those people who did not own rice 
fields sometimes offered waged labor for agriculture and worked for instance on relative’s or 
friend’s rice fields. Generally, short-time jobs are practiced especially outside rice cultivation 
seasons in order to gain more income for the family. Only a couple of interviewees worked 
as a whole time constructors and only three run small businesses. Short-time jobs are also 
practiced during cultivation season, because work load on the rice fields varies during the 
growing season. 
 
Home gardens are another important physical asset that has a significant role in local 
livelihoods since the majority of the interviewees cultivated fruits and vegetables inside their 
gardens. Mentioned vegetables that were grown in the gardens included for instance pepper, 
mango, papaya, banana, jackfruit, manioc and ginger. Besides vegetables, some medicinal 





Figure 6. A rice field and an irrigation canal 
 
7.3.2 Natural assets  
 
Natural assets, such as the forest ecosystem and the water resources, are among the most 
important assets for local people in Welioya. This is because the forest ecosystem forms and 
maintains the essential resource base for local people’s livelihoods which mainly consist of 
rice cultivation. Forests are a natural asset that offer many resources for local people and some 
interviewees collected occasionally vegetables and fruits from the forests. However, many 
households got all their food from their own cultivations and especially from their home 
gardens and hence, when considering the role of forests products such as fruits and wood in 
local livelihoods, it does not seem to be very significant. More importantly, the role of forests 
in securing the resources for agriculture is essential. 
 
Even if forest products like fruits and vegetables do not seem have a significant role in local 
livelihoods, some people used many medicinal plants from the forests. There were several 
plants mentioned during the interviews including for instance gallnut, myrobalan and several 




from the forests since they do not grow inside home gardens. According to one informant all 
the plants inside the forests are suitable for utilization, either for eating or for a medicinal use. 
This tells about the importance of preservation of rich forests ecosystem for local people that 
commonly utilize forest plants. Even though home gardens have a significant role in local 
livelihoods, forests are needed as well because not every plant can be grown inside human-
made home gardens. 
 
Access to drinking water varied between the households and also between villages. Most of 
the interviewees had a well in their home garden from where they got their drinking water 
and water for washing purposes. Some even got pipelines in their houses. Some used a 
common well or their neighbors’ or friends’ wells. In some cases interviewees had their own 
well but they could use it only for washing purposes. Some interviewees used water from the 









7.3.3 Social assets  
 
People in Welioya had relatively good access to social assets at least in the form participation 
in village-based organisations and community activities. Nearly all of the informants were 
members in one or several different community organization within Welioya. The 
organizations that people mentioned were related to for instance farming, lake, funerals, and 
sports. Women had their own organization as well. There is also an organization that grants 
loans for eco-friendly business initiatives. The organization was founded in 2015 and its aim 
is to encourage people to start environmentally friendly businesses and to protect the forests 
in the area.  
 
All of the people who owned land were members of a farmers’ organization which has great 
influence on local agricultural policies e.g. decision related to cultivating seasons. 
Organization for instance makes decisions about regulation of the water in the irrigation 
canals. This way all rice cultivation activities can happen according to the same schedule in 
Welioya.  Hence, landowners have the opportunity to influence farming policies by belonging 
to the farmer’s organisation. There was also a government and a funeral related organization 
that most of the members belonged to. Majority of the informants or at least their close 
relatives were members of a funeral organisation that helps people to arrange and fund 
funerals. In general, informants felt that they have good opportunities to influence 
community’s issues through different kind of village organizations and belonging to different 
organizations is a way to get help when needed. According to most of the interviewees, 
belonging to organizations brings actual benefits for people. All in all, people in Welioya 
seemed to be well organized and communal spirit was said to be good. 
 
In addition to natural, physical and social assets that support livelihoods, having traditional 
knowledge related to local nature and plants is an important human asset. A couple of 
interviewees had worked as a traditional doctors in their villages and told me about the many 
plants that can be utilized as medication. This kind of traditional knowledge enables these 
people to utilize forest plants effectively and in many ways and hence, it can have significant 
importance for their livelihoods. However, same people were concerned about the loss of 
traditional knowledge. Young people are not interested in learning about traditional medicines 





7.4 Social impacts of conservation 
 
7.4.1 Preservation of ecosystem services 
 
After describing assets that local livelihoods closely depend on, it is easy to argue that the 
most important positive impact from the PAs in Welioya in terms of local livelihoods is the 
preservation of the local ecosystem services. Especially important is the preservation of 
provisioning and regulating services that form the base for agriculture in Welioya. Local 
people are dependent on the ecosystem services because they protect water resources 
important for both everyday life needs and also for agricultural irrigation. The importance of 
preservation of forests and water resources was raised in nearly all of the interviews. Hence, 
local people recognize their importance very well and are supporting strongly the protection 
of these ecosystem services. Typical answer related to the importance of forests for local 
people is given below: 
 
“Forest is necessary for us because it protects the lake and cultivation depends on the 
lake.” – Female, 40 
 
Preservation of the ecosystem services secures also utilization of selected forest products. 
Even though not all the local people use those products, they are an important asset for a part.  
 
7.4.2 Restricted access to resources 
 
The electric fence that partly borders Dahaiyagala sanctuary was built in 2009 to prevent 
elephants from entering the villages and rice cultivations. However, building of the fence and 
the foundation of PA in general have caused loss of access and also loss of land for parts of 
local people. While trying to keep elephants away from the inhabited areas, home gardens 
and from cultivations, the fence also makes a boundary between the protected and unprotected 
area. At the same time, this division of space has influenced local people’s access to forest 
resources and cultivation land. 
  
First of all, founding of the sanctuary has limited people’s access to cultivation land and 
hence, reduced access to former livelihood assets. Before the sanctuary was founded, people 




PA is prohibited, at least formally. Evidently, there are still some people that still cultivate 
inside PA. This issue might be related to the traditional land tenures in those areas but 
officially cultivation of land is prohibited inside the PA. 
 
Basically in all of the villages that I visited the sanctuary covers all the areas that can be 
identified as forest. Therefore, there are no forest that people could enter completely freely 
since, according to the interviewees and information signs near to the border of Dahaiyagala 
sanctuary, almost all human activity inside the sanctuary is forbidden. Figure 8 shows a sign 
which describes what kind of activities are prohibited inside the PA. Activities mentioned in 
the sign include: hunting wild animals, shooting, capturing, killing or trapping and stealing 
reptile or bird egg and destroying their nests, destroying animal breeding ground, cutting a 
plant in a government land, collecting, damaging, clearing, building construction, road or foot 
path construction, land clearing, cultivating, mining, waste discharge and filling swamps.  
 
 
Figure 8. A sign on the border of Dahaiyagala sanctuary  
 
However, DWLC describes sanctuaries in their webpages as PAs that actually allow some 




description of a PA and reality. Whatever the right description is, the majority of the 
interviewees said that they do not enter the forest for any reason.  A great part of the reasons 
for not visiting the PA were related to restricted access but also simply to the fact that people 
felt they had no need to visit the forest. The long list of prohibited activities inside the 
sanctuary might explain why many interviewees felt no need to visit the forest. Still, some 
people also answered differently and, hence, three typical types of visitors were identified 
from the data when analysing visits to the protected forest: 1) regular visitors 2) occasional 
visitors 3) people who never visit the forests.  
 
The reasons for people to visit the protected forest (regular visitors) included the need to 
collect firewood (especially for important events such as arms giving), vegetables and 
medicinal plants. Occasional visitors mentioned same reasons as the group one but visits to 
forests were mentioned to be more occasional. Other reasons to visit the PA were visits to 
temples that are located inside the PA and couple of people also mentioned hunting (illegal) 
and sand extraction (illegal) as reasons to enter the PA.  Those people who did not enter the 
PA (which was the biggest group) did not enter the forests mainly because of fear for 
elephants or other animals, because they got everything they needed from their home gardens, 
because it is not allowed to go inside PA or because they simply did not have any reason to 
visit the forest. Some people avoided visiting the forests for they were afraid of the authorities 
and possible punishments that entering the PA could cause. For instance, according to one 
interviewee, it is punishable to even carry matches inside the forests.  
 
Accordingly, local people’s needs to use forests products and access to forests differed greatly 
from interviewee to interviewee. In sum, majority of the interviewees did not enter the forest 
at all or visited the forests rather occasionally. However, despite the restricted access, some 
informants told they enter the forest and the PA bordering area to collect firewood, vegetables, 
fruits and medicinal plants. If there is a need, restricted access to PA did not bother some 
interviewees, like the following comment reveals: 
 
“If there is a need to get wood, then I go to get it. I collect wood for my own purposes.” – 
Male, 39 
 
Below, a comment reveals that for some people restricted access from PA is not a negative 





“I used to visit the forest. Now Wildlife Department prevents people from going into the 
forest so I do not go there anymore. If there was no sanctuary, I probably still would not go 
since I have enough things in my home garden.” – Female, 34 
 
There is also some confusion related to the access to PA and whether it is actually allowed or 
not: 
 
“During past 7 years more regulations have emerged that forbid people from entering the 
forest. But some people go despite the regulations. I am not sure whether it is allowed to go 
into the forests. But I also fear the elephants so I do not go into the forest. Maybe if there 
were no regulations I could collect wood from the forest.”- Male, 40 
  
 






7.4.3 Human-elephant conflict 
 
Another significant impact from PA in Welioya, and also one of the main reasons why local 
people avoid going into the forests, is the human-elephant conflict. Elephants are mostly seen 
as a problem by the local people and many people have fear for them. This is the case even 
though, according to many interviewee, the amount of elephants has reduced after the electric 
fence was built to border the sanctuary. Though the fence that borders the sanctuary has 
influenced the amount of elephants coming to the villages, many elephants still come to the 
rice cultivations and people’s home gardens in search for nutrition. It became obvious that the 
fence does not completely protect villages from the elephants. Some informants also thought 
that the fence is occasionally useless because it is not working properly all the time.  
 
“Elephants are a problem. Sometimes they come through the fence and destroy our 
cultivations. The electric fence is not working properly all the time.” – Woman, 49 
 
Besides crop damages, elephants have also caused loss of life in Welioya as they have 
attacked people. In one of the visited villages people had built a fence by themselves in order 
to prevent elephants from entering the village and home gardens. In that particular village 
there was no electrical fence bordering the sanctuary and people felt the need to build it to 
protect their lives and cultivations. In contrast to the fear and dislike related to elephants, 
some informants also thought that it is natural for the elephants to visit villages in Welioya. 
Some informants even told that they understand that elephants lack food and space because 
of the growing number of people in the area. Reduced elephant habitat caused by deforestation 
was also said to be a reason for why elephants come to villages. Some informants mentioned 
that it is natural for elephants to come to the villages because the villages are located in 
elephants’ natural habitat. 
 
The elephant problem came up also in the conservation related to the planned golf course 
project. People told that the golf-course project would have an influence on elephants’ 
behaviour if the project was carried out. Informants told that, in order to build a golf course, 
forests should be cut down and this would result in reduced elephant habitat which again 
would drive elephants to move closer to the villages, people and their cultivations. Increased 
amount of elephants in the villages would then mean increased amount of human-elephant 





7.4.4 Other protected area impacts 
 
In Welioya, PAs seems to generate benefits to some people which are gained through illegal 
means. Many of the interviewees mentioned that despite almost all human activity if 
prohibited inside PA, many human activities are still practiced inside the PA. Many 
interviewees knew or had heard about these activities which were said to be at least partly 
illegal in nature. Mentioned activities included wood cutting, mining, sand extraction, stone 
extraction, cultivation of marijuana and rubber, and livestock farming. All of the mentioned 
activities are marked as prohibited in the sign (figure 8) that is located on the border of 
Dahaiyagala sanctuary. Some of the interviewees admitted that they had participated in some 
illegal activities such as hunting or sand extraction. Some informants thought strongly that 
the authorities and PA managers are the enablers of mentioned illegal activities and that there 
is corruption involved. Informants mentioned that some people in the villages have the right 
to enter the sanctuary while others do not. Additionally, some thought that the authorities 
receive pays from local people in order to grant access and permits to questionable activities.  
 
Informants told also about confusions related to landownerships which can be one explanation 
for some of the illegalities. During the foundation of the sanctuary, fields and lands were 
reclaimed from their original owners and those lands became part of the Dahaiyagala 
sanctuary. After the foundation of the sanctuary some of the original landowners have 
continued cultivating the lands that used to belong to them as they feel that the lands were 
robbed from them. These confusions related to landownerships changes that happened at the 
foundation of Dahaiyagala sanctuary still influence the ways people utilize lands and forest 
resources inside or near the border of PA. 
 
While several human activities are forbidden inside the Dahaiyagala sancturary, it seems that 
some human activities are allowed inside the other PAs in the area. One example is the golf 
course project that has raised concern and questions among local people. The golf course that 
has been planned near Welioya was familiar for many of the informants. What was a bit 
confusing was that people had different opinions related to the impacts that the project might 
have on the village. Some did not have any opinion or knowledge related to the project 
although all had heard about it. Many interviewees thought that the project would be actually 




environment. Concerns were especially related to preservation of area’s water resources and 
forests. According to some opinions, it would not matter if building up a gold course had 
negative impacts on the environment since, in general, the project would bring benefits for 
the whole village and its inhabitants. Those who were in favour of the project thought that it 
is more important to get tourists in the area, to get new job opportunities and to develop the 
village infrastructure. All in all, informants thought that there would be more positive than 
negative impacts related to the project. Those informants who opposed the golf course project 
figured that if the environmental impacts related to the project would be minimized and the 
water would not be polluted, they would be more approving. 
 
7.5 Environmental changes 
 
Besides PA impacts, I wanted to know if there have been other changes and developments in 
the area that have affected local people lives. People’s knowledge related to environmental 
changes varied depending on the ages of interviewees and the time they had been living in 
the area. In every village interviewees mentioned that the population has been growing. Many 
mentioned that roads have been build and developed during the recent years. People who had 
been living in the area for more than 20 years mentioned that when they moved to Welioya 
the area was covered with forest and there were not many people living in the region. Growing 
population and settlements and increased agricultural land area were considered as reasons 
for the forest cover loss.  
 
Despite the fact that there are several PAs in the area in which forest protection should be a 
primary issue, deforestation seemed to be the most concerning environmental issue from local 
people’s perspective. There is a clear contradiction between the protection of nature and 
mentioned ongoing deforestation, since it is not clear in which areas deforestation is actually 
happening. It seems to be obvious is that at least part of the answers concerned illegal loggings 
inside the PAs. Whether inside or outside the PAs, or perhaps on both sides, people shared 
the same concern towards the loss of forests. The following comment by a local man 
summarizes people’s concern related to the deforestation and its impact on the whole forest 





“If forest cover reduces a lot, we cannot live here anymore because the temperatures will 
rise. Also animals would come to villages because of lack of space and food and they would 
chase the people away. “– Man, 32 
 
Another example that emphasizes local concern towards deforestation and preservation of 
ecosystems services is the tree ceremony organized by local monks which had been started 
little over year ago before the interviews. In the tree ceremonies, monks mark trees with 
ribbons (see figure 10) in order to protect them. Monks believe that people have respect for 
the temple and monks, and as monks mark the trees, people will not cut them down. Local 
people have strongly supported the tree ceremonies and they believe it will help preventing 
illegal wood cuttings. 
 
 
Figure 10. Trees marked in the tree ceremony organized by local monks 
 
Besides deforestation, reduced amount of wildlife was mentioned as a remarkable change. 
Interviewees generally agreed that nowadays fewer elephants come to the villages (even 




animals such as buffalos and deer no longer live in the area. Couple of interviewees agreed 
that hunting is the reason for the disappearance of those particular animals. In that sense, 
existence of PAs is a positive thing because these animal populations have a change to 
recover. However, that requires that illegal hunting inside PAs is efficiently controlled.  
 
Interviewees mentioned that there have been significant changes in rainfall amounts. Rainfall 
was said to be more unpredictable compared to the past times. In two villages that are not 
located near to the irrigation canals (build during the Weli Oya Irrigation project), rice 
cultivation depends on the water from the nearby lakes and hence, on the rainfall. The 
difference was clear between the villages that had the irrigation lakes nearby and those that 
did not have them. After Weli Oya Irrigation project was finished in 2007 cultivation has 
become easier in the areas where lakes are near to cultivations. Main reason for this is that 
the project has enabled two rice cultivation seasons: Yala (from March to July) and Maha 
(from October to February) seasons. Before the project people used to cultivate rice only one 
season per year because of the lack of irrigation water. Because of unpredictable weather 
conditions, Weli Oya project was considered as one of the most significant changes that has 
affected people’s lives. Some informants mentioned that the project has also decreased 
illegalities in the village, because nowadays people have more secured income. Since the 
project has created significant benefits for local people, it is especially important that the 
forests are protected. Without the forests, the whole benefit from the Weli Oya project might 
be lost because forests maintain area’s water scheme. 
 
Yet another interesting issue related to water resources came up in the interviews. Many of 
the interviewees mentioned that general water quality has been changing during recent years. 
For example, some told that water quality in their home garden’s well had got better recently 
and the water is nowadays drinkable which it is was not before. However, answers related to 
water quality varied a lot and, at the end, no clear conclusion can be made whether the quality 
has actually got better or worse in general in the area. Rather, it can be concluded that the 
water quality has been changing and changes are different depending on the place. Reasons 
for the changes remained unclear, though. Still, one might argue that water resources in the 
area are sensitive to environmental changes and hence, they should be taken well care of. 
 
Other changes mentioned were the emergence of crop illnesses and increased use of foreign 




felt that illnesses have increased. Also, constant cultivation on the same fields caused by the 
lack of cultivation space has caused soil degradation in some areas. In summary, despite many 
issues and concerns raised in the interviews concerning the PAs and recent environmental 
changes, local people tend to think that living and surviving has become at least partly easier 
in the area. In the following comment by an interviewee describes well the general opinion 
about life in Welioya: 
 
“Before it was hard to survive but nowadays surviving and living is easy.” 
 
 
Figure 11. Irrigation lake in Welioya. 
 
7.6 Contradictions in PA management 
 
Concerns related to preservation of local forest ecosystems, water resources and human-
elephant conflict were raised strongly also in the key informant and expert interviews. 




gave possible explanations to contradictory answers related for instance to restricted access 
to the PAs and forests resources and also to the human activities inside the PAs.  
 
The main issues that the expert and key informant interviews brought up are related to the 
management of the PAs in the area. Both the DWLC and the FD have conserved areas under 
their management in the region; the DWLC manages the Dahaiyagala sanctuary and 
Udawalawe National Park and the FD manages Bogahapattiya Forest Reserve, where the salt 
licks (important for elephants in Udawalawe) are located. DWLC has been trying to make 
Bogahapattiya a national park because of its species richness but has not succeeded yet. 
According to DWLC forest is been cut down in Bogahapattiya Forest Reserve, even though 
those forests should be protected. This is an interesting notion if it is true, because, according 
to IUCN, Bogahapattiyha should be a wilderness area under a strict protection. Deforestation 
in Bogahapattiya Forest Reserve is said to be problem especially because it reduces the 
elephant habitat and, hence, forces elephants to move closer to inhabited areas and therefore, 
closer to people and their cultivations in Welioya.  
 
The key informant and expert interviews brought up a question related to confusion in PA 
management. Private and temple lands inside the PAs in Welioya region make the 
management of the PAs even more complicated, since governmental departments cannot 
interfere or control activities inside private lands. Interestingly, some informants thought that 
both the DWLC and the FD enable some human activities inside PAs. Results from the key 
informant and expert interviews conformed that there are areas inside PAs where people are 
for instance having cultivations and cattle. Those people are not willing to give up the 
ownership of lands that in the past used to belong to them and which nowadays are regarded 
as part of the PA. People have continued to practice the livelihood activities they used to 
practice also in the past, despite the foundation of the PA and giving up former livelihood 
activities is not an option for those people. Indeed, changes in land tenure caused by the 
establishment of the PA confuse both the local PA managers and the local people to whom 
the regulations and rules related to the allowed and prohibited activities inside the PAs remain 
unclear. 
 
Also, the fact that two governmental agencies are managing protected forest areas in Sri 
Lanka complicates the overall PA management. In Welioya, it has caused situations where 




conflict related to road management inside the PAs in Welioya. Local people are also involved 
in the management conflict by for instance constructing closed roads for their own purposes 
and hence, they are confusing the situation even more. The problem is that different agencies 
cannot influence activities, being them illegal or legal, happening inside areas that are 
managed by the other agency. This has been regarded as a problem since, deforestation for 
instance, has an influence on the surrounding and neighbouring environments even though it 
is not practised in those particular areas. 
 
7.7 Answering the research questions 
 
Before further discussing and examining the research findings, I will shortly answer the 
research questions that were set in chapter 5. First, I asked what are the most important 
livelihood assets for local people. After analysing the results, I found out that the main 
livelihood assets for local people are natural assets that have a significant role in forming the 
base for current local livelihoods. Also physical assets, such as having a rice field and a home 
garden, are especially important. Other assets that came up in this study relate to social assets 
like community organizations, through which people can actually influence farming policies 
for instance, and also promote protection of their environment as a community. The second 
research question was related to the impacts of the PAs in Welioya. I have presented several 
impacts from which the most important ones are the protection of the ecosystem services 
which secure the assets that are essential in the maintenance of current livelihoods. In addition 
to livelihood benefits, PAs have created some costs to local people. These costs include 
restricted access to former cultivation lands and forest resources and also human-wildlife 
conflicts. The PAs have caused a situation that has led some people to practice prohibited 
activities inside the PA. These costs are evident and at least partly unevenly distributed 
because people have different needs to use the forest and its resources. By presenting the third 
research question I wished to find out if, besides the PA, there have been some other 
environmental changes that have affected local livelihoods. The discovered changes include 
deforestation, changes in local climate such as changes in rainfall amounts, reduced wildlife 
in the region and increase of crop illnesses. As an individual project, Weli Oya Irrigation 
project has contributed to the local people’s lives significantly. In the next chapter I will 






8.1 Key findings 
 
In Welioya, biodiversity conservation and establishment of PA has both positive and negative 
impacts to local people and their livelihoods. Combined, the overall impact from PA is more 
positive and negative as, in general, people in Welioya were in favor of protecting the forests 
and its resources while they are strongly against deforestation and the degradation of local 
ecosystem. In former studies researches have noticed that when rural people understand that 
conserving species and ecosystems is directly linked to their livelihood preservation and when 
local people receive benefits from conservation, conservation initiatives are usually 
welcomed and supported strongly by the local communities (Adams & Hutton 2007; 
Zimmerer 2000). This seems to be at least partly the case in Welioya, since people recognize 
how the existence of the PAs impacts the preservation of forest ecosystems and hence, has 
positive impacts on people’s livelihoods.  
 
However, designation of PAs has not been the only thing that has had significant impact on 
local people’s livelihoods. Besides the designation of the PAs, Weli Oya Irrigation project 
has had significant positive impact on local people’s livelihoods since it has secured enhanced 
irrigation possibilities for agricultural purposes and made living easier and more secured in 
that sense. But, the establishment of the PA has a great role in the supporting the project. 
Without the existence of the forests in the area there probably would not be similar benefits 
because forests secure the important water scheme. In sum, the existence of PAs together with 
Weli Oya Irrigation project are the two major developments in the area that are securing the 
natural assets essential for local livelihoods. 
 
But the impact of the PAs is by no means unambiguous for there are costs from PA that are 
mainly borne by local people. Specifically, there are couple of significant costs from PA to 
local people. Like for instance Adams and Hutton (2007) have claimed, PAs have often 
caused reduced access to resources and the situation appears to be the same also in Welioya. 
In Welioya, PA has caused some shift of livelihoods when access to former cultivation lands 
and to forest resources has been restricted. Once again, people perceive restricted access 
differently. Some locals feel more secured or they are more allowed to enter the forests and 




access to some of the natural assets is being unevenly distributed among local people. This 
division can set people and their livelihoods’ in unequal positions and thus, can increase local 
people’s social inequality. Bryant and Bailey (1997) and Robbins (2012) have argued that 
environmental changes such as conservation are often promoting social marginalization and 
decreasing social equity among local people. In Welioya, current PA management policies 
are at least partly maintaining the circumstances that can decrease social equity between local 
people as not everybody seems to have the same rights to use forest resources. But, this study 
has also revealed that not all local people perceive restricted access as a negative thing. 
Accordingly, I would argue that the PA has not significantly increased social marginalization 
between local people. At least, findings of this study do not support that argument. It would 
need further research and perhaps a larger amount of interviews between different resource 
user groups to analyse if social marginalization has happened on a wider scale. 
 
When speaking of social equity and social marginalization, restricted access of people from 
PAs in Welioya may cause loss of traditional knowledge, an issue that Hazen and Harris 
(2007) have brought up in their research. In this study, those people who regularly visited the 
forests mentioned many medicinal plants that they collect from the forests. However, when 
people’s access to PA is prohibited or at least strongly controlled, social marginalization can 
happen through the loss of traditional knowledge because when access to forests is restricted, 
it is not as easy to teach younger generations to recognize and utilize the traditional plants. In 
this study, some of the interviewees were concerned about the loss of knowledge but I wonder, 
if the future generations are not even interested in learning, like an interviewee mentioned, 
one perhaps should not regard it purely as social marginalization caused by the PA, but rather 
as a change in livelihood decisions that is affected by the general socio-economic situation 
and loss of former livelihood options in rural areas. 
 
As mentioned, restricted access to PA has not affected all local people in Welioya. This 
finding supports the earlier claims according to which costs and benefits from PAs tend to be 
unequally distributed among actors (Paudel 2006). Local people perceive the costs from PAs 
differently. One explanation for this might be that local people have at least partly been able 
to adapt to the situation after the PA was established and cultivating vegetables and fruits in 
home gardens seems to play a great role in that adaptation. For instance those people that have 
their own fields and grow several plants inside their home gardens, restricted access to forests 




explanations, too. Paudel (2006) has claimed that distribution of costs and benefits from PAs 
is linked to historically structured positions of people and hence, other groups of people have 
different capabilities to get benefits and also avoid costs from PAs. I would argue that for the 
poor people who do not own land, the costs from PAs appear more severe whereas the 
wealthier can survive on their own or, if needed, even pay their access to the PA illegally. 
The poor people are also often the ones who start practicing illegal activities inside PAs 
because of the lack of other income. In my study, people mentioned that illegalities have 
reduced when cultivation became easier after the Welioya project which support the 
argument. Another reason for unequally distributed costs could also be related to spatial 
distances. People who are living closer to PA borders perceive more costs than those living 
further away (Naughton-Treves 1998). People who live closer to forests have generally used 
to utilize forest resources more than those who live further away and hence, establishment of 
PA impacts them more. To study the relation of spatial distance and costs from PAs more 
interviews and comparison between the locations of the households would have been needed. 
 
There is yet another interesting finding which is related exclusion of people from PAs. The 
following finding of this study supports claims made by Adams and Hutton (2007) that the 
exclusion of people from PAs is at least partly based on identity. It was interesting, and also 
confusing, that while some local people felt they can and are allowed to visit the PA, some 
thought the opposite. And for instance I was also able to visit the PA without any permits 
from the PA managers. One explanation to this might be that I was part of the research project, 
and a foreign tourists. In the interviews many people thought that it is acceptable if tourists 
visit the PA even though locals are not allowed to. Accordingly, as a foreigner, I was perhaps 
more allowed to enter to the PA than the locals. I would hence suggest that identity and 
people’s status and position in community define at least partly the unevenly distributed 
access between the interviewees. But, I also started to wonder how efficiently human 
activities inside PAs are actually controlled by the PA managers in Welioya. Yes, some people 
were afraid of the punishments and that could tell about the control but yet, if the PA goals 
are to be achieved, more efficient management framework is highly needed in Welioya. As 
Vannini & Vannini (2016) have also argued, management framework ensures that PAs are 
used as intended and illegalities, threats and other unwanted events are avoided.  
 
Another significant cost from the PAs in Welioya is caused by the human-elephant conflict. 




assumingly decreased after the establishment of the PA and especially after building of the 
electrical fence to border the sanctuary. For instance Hart and O’Connell (2000) have 
identified the same conflict with elephants and humans who live next to PA boundaries. Hart 
and O’Connell state that cultivations near PA boundaries are likely to be raided by elephants, 
even though there was a fence bordering the PA. The authors argue that elephants tend to 
move great distances and small parks are not suited for their natural behavior. This supports 
the arguments against spatial bounding of conservation spaces that often fail to limit flows of 
natural elements (Hazen & Harris 2007; Robbins 2012). In Welioya, especially in the villages 
located close to the PA border, people were afraid of the elephants and concerned about the 
crop damage they can cause. Thus, it is easy to agree with Naughton-Treves (1998) and argue 
that human-wildlife conflicts, as well as the greatest losses for humans, are concentrated 
mostly on the areas located near PAs, and on rural people who inhabit those areas. 
 
Interestingly, this finding seems to be at least partly in contradiction with findings made by 
Bandara and Tisdell (2003) also in Sri Lanka. They have studied rural people’s attitudes 
towards elephants. According to their findings, rural Sri Lankan people have generally 
positive attitudes towards wildlife conservation. However, in my study only a couple of 
interviewees did not consider elephants as a problem. But Bandara and Tisdell have also 
argued that positive attitudes towards conservation are likely to change and became more 
hostile in the future, since, as a result of population growth and increased demand for new 
agricultural land, elephant habitats will continue to decrease. Consequently, they argue, this 
will lead to increased number of elephants moving outside PAs and increased human-elephant 
conflict. At least in Welioya, local attitudes towards elephants are more negative than positive 
which could tell about the already changed attitudes. 
 
One explanation for the outcome gained in my study might be the spatial, place-related nature 
of human-wildlife conflicts (Naughton-Treves 1998).  Additionally, I would suggest that we 
need to consider the benefits that local people are or are not getting from protection of 
wildlife. Like Naughton-Treves (1998) has noted, that if local people get direct economic 
benefits from wildlife conservation, it is easier for them to accept the possible losses caused 
by the wildlife. In Welioya, people get direct benefits from conservation in the form of 
preservation of ecosystem services. Consequently, it is therefore conflicting that local 
attitudes towards elephants are still mostly negative. This can tell of that PAs are not 




elephant habitats. Perhaps the deforestation and other exploitation of forests in and around 
the PAs have influenced behavior of the elephants and they are forced to move closer to the 
villages. One possible solution to the problem, and a clear matter that is missing from 
Welioya, is the PA buffer zone. People and their cultivation are located too close to PA 
borders and this evidently creates a conflict when elephants move outside the PA boundaries. 
If there was a buffer zone, where local people could for instance freely collect forest products 
and even practice part-time cultivation, it would probably also reduce the other perceived 
costs from PAs.  
 
Future shows no significant change in the human-elephant conflict in Welioya. Especially, if 
deforestation continues to take place in the PAs and other forested areas near Welioya. All 
human activities that have impact on the elephant habitat should be strictly monitored in order 
to reduce the conflicts. If the planned golf course project for instance is to be carried out some 
day, it is expected that the human-elephant conflict in Welioya will continue and even get 
more severe. And if the conflicts get more severe, that might also affect people’s opinions 
related to overall biodiversity conservation and PA which currently seem to be positive and 
supporting. 
 
When analysing the overall livelihood sustainability and PA’s role in it in Welioya, the future 
seems contradictory and unsure. It is relevant to consider short and long term sustainability 
of local livelihoods. When considering livelihood sustainability on a short term, one could 
say that the situation has got better and currently people are content with their livelihood 
situation. In order to focus on sustainability we need to look at local people’s abilities to 
maintain and improve livelihoods while protecting and maintaining the capabilities and assets 
livelihoods depend on (Chambers and Conway 1987). Keeping this in mind, there are at least 
two major issues that can affect livelihood sustainability essentially in Welioya. To begin 
with, following only one livelihood strategy instead of several weakens general livelihood 
sustainability as currently, local people in Welioya mainly rely on cultivation of rice. In 
addition, despite the fact that most local people have currently good access to agricultural 
irrigation water and therefore cultivation of rice is easier compared to the past, high 
dependence on the preservation water resources makes livelihood sustainability fragile. 
Especially when considering the issues like deforestation and the project plans in the area. 
Indeed, besides dependence on resources, the PA management policies might influence 




power to influence the resource management. And as Paudel (2006) has noted, because of 
dependence on resources, livelihoods of people are more sensitive to state (e.g. forest and 
conservation) policies. Hence, vulnerability of livelihoods can increase if conservation 
policies change. Bryan and Bailey (1997) have argued that in environmental issues 
developments at one scale (e.g. global, national or local) can have significant impacts on other 
scales. In Welioya’s case, possible national or regional conservation policy changes and 
obscurity in local PA management can have severe impacts on the forests ecosystem and 
water resources and hence, on the grassroots level.  
  
However, one should not forget the positive impacts that future developments might have on 
local livelihoods. For instance the planned golf course project could bring alternative 
livelihood options and hence, livelihood variability for local people. The impact of the project 
could hence be negative (e.g. impact on natural resources) but also positive (e.g. employment 
opportunities and infrastructure development) and maybe both of them. The challenge is that 
local people should be able to adapt their livelihoods to new developments. Eventually, most 
of the interviewees in my study were poor rural people; grassroots actors that traditionally 
have had little power to impact their own livelihoods options. In addition to the possibilities 
local people have in participation to decision-making in local farming policies, locals have 
little chances to influence conservation policies and at the end, all they can do is to adapt to 
possible changes.  
 
As Naughton-Treves et al. (2005) have stated, PAs will probably never be able to meet all 
social and ecological goals, and hence, conservation by itself is not a solution to poverty.  In 
Welioya’s case, however, conservation should be able to fulfill at least the goals that matter 
the most to the livelihoods of local people. At least, conservation can essentially help in 
reducing rural poverty by protecting the ecosystem services and hence, local livelihoods. 
Current situation between conservation and development in Welioya seems unsure in this 
sense because, despite the existence of several PAs in the area, I have argued that there are 
many issues that can negatively influence local ecosystems that livelihoods closely depend 
on. If environmental changes, like deforestation caused by whatever practices and 
developments continues in the area, it will more likely impact local livelihoods negatively. 
The fact is, like Nauhgton-Treves et al. have stated, that livelihoods will most likely diminish, 





Many question remains yet to be answered when considering biodiversity conservation and 
its impact on local people in Welioya. In this study I have tried to answer some of them. I 
believe this study is significant because it has confirmed some of the previous facts related to 
the conservation and PA impacts on local people and it has also brought up some important 
issues that can have a significance on the local scale.  If I would carry on with this topic, it 
would be especially interesting to study different roles of environmental actors in PA policies. 
Brechin et al. (2002) have stated that in order to make conservation successful, conservation 
community should work together and not separately. As pointed out in this study and also by 
De Zoyza and Inoue (2008), the fact that the management of PAs in Sri Lanka is divided 
between two agencies causes contradictions in conservation in practice. These contradictions 
can be seen especially on the local level. In addition, it would be interesting to further study 
how the locals are planned to be included to the PA management. In the background of this 
study I presented that Sri Lankan conservation policies are aiming to take the grassroots actors 
more into account. However, after conducting this study I would be keen to study how this is 
actually carried out in practice. 
 
8.2 Methodologial and ethical considerations 
 
 
Every research process includes methodological and ethical issues that need to be taken into 
consideration when evaluating overall successfulness of the research. In research that includes 
a data collection in a different culture and environment, these issues are even highlighted. 
There would be a list of things to consider in my research but here I wish to highlight just a 
few of them I think are the most important. These issues include first the translation, and 
research language in general. Then there is the issue of unfamiliarity of the study area and 
cultural differences. In addition, researcher’s position and objectivity are things that should 
be considered when evaluating this study. 
 
First thing to consider is the issue of language. It has to be addressed that using English as the 
main research language may have had an impact on the findings. As neither my translator nor 
I speak English as native language, misunderstandings might have happened and information 
might have been lost despite of careful preparations and post-interview discussions with the 
translator. As Crang and Cook (2007) have stated, also geographical and international context 




order to avoid language-related challenges recording the interviews was a vital thing to do. I 
was lucky that my translator was eager to discuss my research topic with me and therefore, I 
was able to explain what I meant and wanted to find out in the interviews. It was also very 
helpful that the translator was available during the evenings when I went through the 
interviews of the day. If needed, I was able to ask questions and discuss about the interview 
answers. Still, it has to be admitted that because of the language barrier and some confusions 
in the interviews, parts of the data had to be rejected as unclear and unreliable. 
 
Another issue is related to challenges in the data collection that happened in an unfamiliar 
environment. Since I had never visited the research site before, getting to know the place took 
some time which automatically affected the effectiveness of the data collection at the 
beginning of the field trip. Unfamiliarity of the research site also affected the data collection 
in a way that the interview questions needed to be modified as I learned which things mattered 
the most and were essential for my study. Luckily, the flexibility of qualitative research 
methods and especially the freedom that semi-structured interview as a method gives to a 
researcher allowed me to reform and rethought the questions in the beginning of the data 
collection.  
 
One might argue that interviewing people only once in an unfamiliar environment and country 
will not give enough and truthful information about local people’s opinions and concerns. 
Crang and Cook (2007) have agreed by noting that the main disadvantage of one-off 
interviews is exactly their cursory nature and that it is difficult to get an image of an 
interviewee’s life in one meeting. This might be true in some cases but in my study 
interviewing same households twice would not have been possible mainly because of the 
schedule. Also, interest of this study was not to go too deep in discussions but to get the 
general idea about people’s opinions about protected area impacts. All in all, I think that semi-
structured interview served my study’s purpose successfully enough. I was able to reach local 
people’s voice and their concerns which was the ultimate purpose of the study. I was also able 
to interview women and men equally. In addition to household interviews, conservations with 
key informants and experts gave a lot of important information without which the results 
might have been much less informative. 
  
Yet, I admit that since I did not know the research site well, I might have missed some things 




would have been possible, I could have interviewed more actors and perhaps gotten more 
interesting information. However, I feel that I succeeded well in the data collection despite 
time- and place-related challenges. Naturally, more time would have probably given 
something more to my research but the fact is that one must limit one’s work at some point.  
 
One of the most important considerations is related to research objectivity. Eskola and 
Suoranta (2003) address that it is necessary for the researcher to recognise his or her own 
subjectivity in order to be as objective as possible. Accordingly, my aim was to constantly 
think myself as an outsider who might not straightaway understand local conditions and issues 
that relate to conservation in Welioya. To get a better understanding, my aim was to ask also 
the simplest questions in the interviews and hence, prevent possible misunderstandings that 
my role as an outsider could cause. In addition, asking the simplest questions was essential 
also in order to get as much information as possible in a short period of time in an unfamiliar 
environment. 
 
Looking and observing environment and people as an outsider brings up the question of 
researcher’s positionality. It should be acknowledged that my position as a researcher and a 
foreign woman may have affected the answers I received. I should be aware that participants 
might not have told me the whole truth or they have raised the issues they thought I wanted 
to hear. However, there was only one time when we did not get the chance to interview a 
person and once it took a little longer to gain an interviewees trust. Actually, I believe that 
being a foreign woman might have also helped me as I did not represent any authority or 
organization, with which some local people obviously had had issues. This was a conclusion 
that is based on people’s first reactions when I visited them. Since me and my translator both 
were youngish students, the interviewees perhaps felt quite safe to tell us about their lives as 
we were not a “threat” to them as students. Still, during a couple of interviews I observed that 
the interviewee was not completely honest with us and was maybe suspicious when it comes 
to our intentions, even though we expressed our aims and asked for interviewees consent 
beforehand. All in all, the interviews went well and I felt that the interviewees told me 
relatively openly about their lives. Actually, being unfamiliar with the research site might also 







This case study has aimed to study the impact of biodiversity conservation on local people in 
Welioya. More precisely, it has focused on the impacts that PAs have on local people and 
their livelihoods. In order to analyse the results this study has utilized concepts of boundaries 
and social equity. Additionally, Sustainable Livelihoods Framework was used as a support 
for the analysis and to understand the whole concept of livelihood sustainability and the role 
of PA in it. The data for the study was collected in Welioya, Sri Lanka, in May 2015. The 
main data collection methods used in the study were semi-structured interviews, observation 
and key informant and experts interviews. 
 
The main finding of this study is that PAs have both positive and negative impacts on local 
people and their livelihoods in Welioya. The impacts include both benefits and costs to local 
people. The main benefit from the PAs in the area is the preservation of natural assets, such 
as ecosystem services, that are essential for the maintenance of local livelihoods. Some local 
people also get benefits by collecting wood, vegetables and medicinal plants from the PA. 
The main livelihood related costs from the PA are the reduced access to cultivation land and 
forest resources which have caused some shifts in local livelihoods. Another significant cost 
is the human-elephant conflict. The study has further revealed that the costs and benefits from 
the PAs in Welioya are unevenly distributed between the local people which supports findings 
made in earlier studies. 
 
Even though the PAs have positive impacts on local livelihoods and people in general feel 
that their lives have gotten better during recent times, it does not mean that local livelihoods 
are sustainable. In addition to the human-elephant conflict and reduced access to some 
livelihood assets, findings of the study show that changes in PA management can have 
significant impacts to local people and their livelihoods in the future. Main example is the 
deforestation that is, according to the research findings, taking place both in and outside PAs 
in Welioya. Future development plans in the area, for instance the golf course project, and 
possible impacts those developments can have on the local forest ecosystem pose significant 
threats to livelihood sustainability. In addition, changes in the forest cover would probably 
affect elephant habitat in the area. This can result in increased human-elephant conflict in 
Welioya. Because of these reasons, vulnerability of local livelihoods may increase in the 




the form of tourism revenues and strengthening of general infrastructure which can, on the 
other hand, support local livelihoods. 
 
To conclude, at the time of the data collection PAs have both significant positive but also 
some negative impacts on the local people. There is some unequal division of conservation 
costs and benefits among local people but overall, the impact of PA is more positive than 
negative. At least when analysing current livelihoods, the assets that livelihoods are based on 
and the local people’s feelings about their life in general. However, the findings of this study 
reveal that PAs lack official management framework which complicates the PA management 
and, in addition, confuses local people as they are uncertain about their rights to the lands and 
resources. The local people clearly see the importance of the protection of the local forests 
when concerning their livelihoods. But the PA and forest reserve managers, the Wildlife 
Department and the Forest Department both seem to have different roles and views when it 
comes to PA management and conservation priorities. In addition to local actors, national 
forces and private sector have their own agendas concerning PAs in the Welioya region. 
 
Accordingly, the findings of this study indicate that conservation stakeholders understand 
nature conservation differently which has led to confusion, conflicts and illegal exploitation 
of land and resources. Local communities will probably continue to bear the most unfortunate 
role in biodiversity conservation if the state control over the management of forests remains 
the same in Sri Lanka and if local people are not included in PA management. Despite the 
new ideas in conservation and development thinking in Sri Lanka and elsewhere, it might 
take a long time before local people have any word in conservation policies and protected 
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